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AB S TRAC T  
Th e ar gumen t p r e s en t e d  i n  thi s th e s i s  exp l o r e s  the t r ad i ­
t i onal r ea d in g s  o f  The P r e lude a s  an aut o b i o g r aphy , a s  an ep i c , 
and a s  a p o e t i c s , and p r o p o s e s  that they b e  cons i de r e d  the 
s t ar t ing p o in t  t o  a who l e  new r e a d ing of the p o em in the l i ght 
o f  Gerard Gene t t e ' s  theory o f  t extua l i t y . 
To p r ov i d e  the b a s i s  for the p r op o s e d new r e ad ing I 
di s cus s ( in P a r t  I ,  I I , an d I I I ) the t r a d i t iona l r e a d in g s  o f  
the p o em and p rovi d e  t extua l  ev i denc e  o f  the ir l e g i t imacy . 
I then in t r o duc e Ro l and Barthe s ' no t i on o f  " p o i e t i c s "  
and demon s t r a t e how The P r e lude f i t s  i t , s in c e  i t  is a t ext 
that cont a in s  an imp l i c i t  de s cr ip t ion of the theory b eh ind 
i t s  c onc ep t i on . 
In a next s t ep I empha s i z e  that the t r a d i t i on a l  r e a dings 
of the p o em eventua l ly l e ad us t o  r e a l i z e  the need fo r a s t udy 
o f  The P r e lude that go e s  b eyond the theory o f  the genr e s . I 
c onc lude by p r e s en t ing Gerard Gene t t e ' s  theory o f  t e xtua l i ty 
and s ugg e s t ing the p o s s ib i l i ty o f  r e a d ing The P r e lude a c c o r d ing 
t o  i t . 
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INTRODUCT ION 
Wi l l i am Wo r dwo rth ' s  The P r e lude , a pro duct of Roman t ic 
though t , is r e a d  t o day a s  a p o em r e a c t ing aga inst Nee- C l a s s ici sm 
in par t i cu l ar and l i t erary t r a d i t ion in g enera l ;  s t i l l , mo s t  
readings o f  the p o e m  r e l y  on the mo s t  t r a d i t ional concepts 
possible--l i ter ary g enres as we l l  as l anguage and form appro­
pr i a t e  to each of them . I t  i s  true that Wo r dswo r t h  himse l f  
had no t consci ously overcome the s e  nee- c l assi ca l  i d e a s - -we are 
t o l d  by the po e t  himse l f  o f  hi s b e l i e f  in the exi s t en c e  o f  the 
t r a d i t i ona l l i t e r ary g enr e s  and o f  the s ty l e  appropr i a t e  to each 
of them when he s pe aks of " the l aws and approp r i a t e  gr aces o f  
every species o f  compo si t ion " ( PW ,  I I  4 3 2 ) .  
But i t  seems t o  me tha t the s cop e o f  the po em i s  broader 
than i t  has been consi der e d  s o  f ar . In s p i t e  o f  b e ing unab l e  
t o  d issoci a t e  himse lf from the view o f  the g enr e s  a s  a r e l e­
vant , or even indisuensab l e , c l a s s i f i c a t ion o f  the l i t er ary 
works, Wordswor th , in wr i t ing The P r e lude , s e ems to be po int­
ing to a differ ent no t ion o f  t extua l ap pro ach . 
There have been a t  l e ast thr e e  t r a d i t ional way s in which 
the poem has been ana lyze d . Becaus e the s e  d i f feren t  appro aches 
can actually be proven va l i d , we have t o  conclude that a gener ic 
classification, although uossib l e , is no t the i de a l  one for 
a poem like The Prelude : a l though i t  f i t s the epic genre , 
i t  h a s  an aut o b i ograph i c a l  mo de a s  we l l ;  mo r e over , it can 
a l s o  b e  r e a d  a s  a p o et i c s .  
The mo s t  t r a d i t ion a l  o f  a l l  app roache s focu s e s  on the 
aut o b i o graph i c a l  mo de of The Pre lud e . S in c e  the po em i s  
s ub t i t l e d  " The Growth o f  a P o e t ' s  Mind--an aut obio g r aphi c a l  
p o em , "  thi s in t e rpr e t at i on i s  no t at a l l  c on t r over s i a l ; the 
t ext p rovi d e s  mo r e  than enough evi den c e  of the va l i d i ty o f  
the aut ob io g r aph i c a l  ap p r o ach . A c e r t a in c on t r ove r s y  s t i l l  
exist s , though , ab out the p o s s ib i l i t y o f  r e ading The P r e l ude 
a s  ep i c . Kar l Kro eber , Br i an Wi lki e , Herb e r t  Lindenb e rger , 
and Abb i e  P o t t s , among s eve r a l  o ther s , b e l i eve that s uch a 
r e a d ing i s  l e g i t ima t e . Th ey s e e  the p o em a s  an ep i c , or , 
a t  l e a s t , a s  fo l l owing c l o s e ly the ep i c  t r a d i t i on . Among 
those who f avor e s p e c i a l ly Ar i s t o t l e's vi ew o f  the ep i c  and 
o f  the e l emen t s  a t ext s hou l d  c ont ain to b e  c on s i de r e d  s o , 
though , thi s pa r t i cul ar in t e rp r e t a t ion o f  the p o em s t i l l  
r a i s es que s t i ons . 
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Another way in whi ch the p o em h a s  b e en r e ad i s  s t i l l  
que s t i one d - - the p o em a s  a P o e t i c s . Le t me beg in by de f ining 
my u s e  o f  the t e rm " p o e t i c s " : Ar i s t o t l e's conc e p t  o f  the 
wor d (l a t e r  a dopt e d  b y  Va l ery and the Ru s s i an F o rma l i s t s ) i s  
exp l a in e d  i n  h i s  " P o e t i c s , "  whe r e  the wo r d  s t an d s  for wha t  
w e  t o day c a l l  L i t erary The o ry . In th i s  s en s e  P o e t i c s  i s  the 
study of l i t e r ary d i s c o ur s e . Lat e r , with Ho r a c e ' s  Ar s P o e t i c a , 
the wor d  h a s  mo r e  norma t ive c onno t a t ion s . Th e work i s  r e a l ly 
a corpus o f  rul e s  t o  be r e s pe c t e d  when wr i t ing , and P o e t i c s  
i n  this sense s t an ds for Rhe t o r i c . When I s ay that the p o em 
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c an b e  r e a d  a s  a P o e t i c s , I me an i t  in the Ar i s t o t e l i an s en s e , 
s in c e  Wor d swor th and a l l  the Romant i c s  r e a c t e d  again s t s t i f f  
ru l e s  o f  p o e t i c  c omp o s i t i on tha t could eventual ly r e s t r a in 
the ir c r e a t iv i t y . 
In the p o em we o ft en f ind p a s s ag e s  that a l lude t o  the 
p r o c e s s of it s comp o s i t i on and to the d i f f i cu l t y  o f  such a 
t a s k . At p o in t s , the l anguag e o f  the p o em i s  ( i f we wan t t o  
ke ep thi s t r a d i t i ona l d i s t inc t i on )  b o t h  r e f e r en t i a l  and p o e t i c . 
The s e  e l ement s a l l ow us t o  draw c onc lus ion s about Wo r d swo r t h's 
c r i t i c a l  thought . In f a c t , in ana lyzing Wo r d swo r th's cr i t i c a l  
s t and , authors l ike W .  J .  B .  Owen r e l y on T h e  P r e lude a lmo s t  
a s  much a s  the P r e fa c e , pr e c i s e ly b e c aus e o f  the p o em's theore­
t i c a l  natur e . 
Wha t  kind o f  ap p r o ach shoul d we , then , t ake to Th e P r e lude ? 
I am n o t  p r op o s ing t o  demon s t r a t e  tha t the p o em i s  s ui g ener i s - ­
that h a s  b e en done o f t en enough - - but I wo u l d  l ike t o  show tha t  
the s e  t r a d i t i on a l  r e ading s o f  t h e  p o em c an b e  t h e  s t ar t ing 
p o int for demon s t r a t ing tha t Wor d swor th wa s t aking g i g an t i c  
s t ep s  b eyond the theory o f  the g enr e s  and the t r a d i t i ona l d i s ­
t inc t ion s  b e twe en po e t i c  l anguage and r e f e r ent i a l  l anguag e , 
t owar ds a no t i on o f  t extua l i ty and a conc ep t o f  me t a l anguag e . 
S e en in this l ight , the p o em b e c ome s mor e  than j u s t  ano ther 
p o em , it b e come s a theory o f  po e t ry put to p r ac t i c e  in the s ame 
t ext - -what Barthe s c a l l s  a " P o i e t i c s . "  
I I  
1 - Pr e lude v s . Ep i c  
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The c r i t i c a l  appro ach whi ch r e a d s The P r e lude a s  an ep i c  
u s ua l l y s t ar t s a s  an ap o l o gy . C r i t i c s  f e e l  a n e e d  t o  j us t i fy 
s uch a r e ading b e c aus e i t  i s  c ommonly a c c ep t e d  that by the 
end of the e ight e enth c entury the ep i c  wa s d e a d . B r i an Wi l ki e , 
in h i s b o ok Romant i c P o e t s  and Epi c Trad i t ion , a t t emp t s  t o  
demon s t r a t e  that t h e  ep i c  wa s s t i l l  a l ive in t h e  Romant i c  
a g e , and de t e rmine s how s ever a l  e ight e enth c entury p o ems ( in ­
c l ud ing The P r e lude ) fo l l ow c l o s e l y  t h e  ep i c  t r a d i t i on . He 
de d i c a t e s h i s  p r e f a c e  and f ir s t  chap t er no t only to sp e c i fy ing 
wha t  he mean s  by " epi c t r a d i t ion , "  but a l s o  to j us t i fy ing 
i t s  exi s t enc e in Roman t i c  p o e try . Wi l k i e  b e g in s  by p o int ing 
out that the de fin i t i on o f  ep i c  h a s  a lway s b e en controver s i a l  
and ob s cur e : " Th e or i s t s  over the l a s t thr e e  c entur i e s  have 
agr e e d  onl y  on two things :  an ep i c  mus t  be l ong ( though how 
long i s  mo o t )  and i t  mu s t  be narr at ive . . .  The exc lus ivene s s  o f  
the ep i c  c anon i s  ch i e f ly a t t r ibut ab l e  t o  the t en dency , even 
among r i g i d ly forma l theor i s t s , to demand o f  an ep i c  no t 
mer e ly forma l cre dent i a l s , but g r e atne s s  a s  we l l "  ( Wi lki e 4 -5 ) .  
Wi lki e p o in t s  out that i t  i s  very d i f f i cul t t o  r e ach a 
con s en s u s  on what the form o f  the epi c shoul d b e  or on what 
exa c t ly " g r e a tn e s s "  is  s upp o s e d t o  me an . As a r e sul t , he 
contends , we o f t en g en e r a l ize on the kind of r e l a t ionship ep i c s  
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have with " th e  wo r l d  wh i ch p r o duc e d  them" : " The b e s t  way out 
o f  the d i l emma I b e l i eve , is ne i ther t o  d e f ine ep i c  through 
g ene r i c  rul e s , nor to do so through c ommon ch arac t e r i s t i c s  
induc e d  from the s t andard ep i c s , but t o  us e a d i f f erent ap ­
proach whi ch emph a s i z e s  that epi c i s  a t r a d i t ion . . .  I t  has few , 
i f  any , un ive r s a l ly c ommon t r ai t s  o r  dev i c e s ,  but i t  h a s  many 
r e c ur r ent one s . The mo s t  obvious i s  an exemp l i f i e d  i d e a l  o f  
human conduc t - - that i s , of hero i sm" ( 8- 9 ) .  
2 - App l i c ab i l i t y  
Wi lki e ' s  art i c l e  on The P r e l ude : " Th e  Way o f  the Hero , "  
s tud i e s  the p o em under the p e r s p e c t ive o f  th e h e ro . S in c e  
Wor d swo rth i s  the author an d the p er s ona o f  the p o em he i s  
a l s o  t h e  hero ; there fo r e , i t  s e ems p ar t i cul ar l y  imp o r t ant that 
we t ake in t o  c on s i d e r a t ion hi s v i ews on ep i c  po e t ry , b e fo r e  
w e  a t t emp t to demon s t r a t e  t h e  app l i c ab i l i ty o f  the " ep i c  
formu l a "  t o  Th e P r e lude . Wi lki e g ive s u s  an exc erp t o f  a 
l e t t er that t he p o e t  wr o t e  t o  Southey in wh i ch ep i c  p o e try i s  
men t i on e d : 
"My op in ion in r e s p e c t  t o  ep i c  p o e t ry i s  much the s ame a s  
that o f  t h e  c r i t i c  whom Luc i an Bonap art h a s  quo t e d  i n  h i s  
p r e f a c e . Ep i c  p o e t r y , o f  t h e  h i ghe s t  c la s s , r equir e s  in th e 
fi r s t  p l a c e , an ac t i on emin ent ly inf luenc i a l , an a c t i on w i t h  
a grand or s ub l ime t r a in o f  c on s e quen c e s ; I t  n ext r e quir e s  
the in t erven t i on o r  gui d anc e o f  b e in g s  s up er i o r  t o  man , wha t  
cr i t i c s , I b e l i eve , c a l l  ma chin e ry ; and l a s t ly , I think w i th 
Den i s  that no s ub j e c t  but a r e l i g i ous one c an an swer the demand s 
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o f  the s o u l  in the highe s t  c l a s s o f  thi s s p e c i e s  o f  p o e try . . .  " 
( Wo r d swo rth 41 6 ) .  
Wha t  imme d i a t e ly r a i s e s  que s t ion s  ab out the app l i c ab i l i t y 
o f  the " ep i c  formu l a "  t o  The P r e lude , onc e we ' ve r e a d  Wo rd swor th ' s  
l e t t er , i s  the p o e t ' s  b e l i e f  that only a r e l i g i ous subj e c t  
i s  h i gh enough for thi s kind o f  p o e t ry . But Wi lki e in s er t s 
ano ther fragment from one o f  the l e t t e r s  the p o e t  wro t e t o  
Lando r , i n  wh ich he t a lk s  ab out wha t  he me an s  by the word 
" r e l i g ious " - - the de f in i t i on s e ems t o  an swer the que s t ion : 
" even in p o e t ry i t  i s  the ima g inat i on only , vi z . , that wh i ch 
i s  c onver s ant wi t h  or turn s up on in f in i ty , that p owe r ful l y  
a f fe c t s  me , - - p erhap s I ought t o  exp l a in : I mean t o  s ay that 
unl e s s  in t ho s e  p a s s age s whe r e  thing s are l o s t  in e ach o ther , 
and l imi t s  van i s h , an d a s pi r a t i on s  are r a i s e d , I r e a d  wi th 
s ome thing too much l ike ind i f fe r en c e - - but a l l  gr e a t  p o e t s  are 
in t h i s v i ew p ower ful Re l igion i s t s "  ( 61 ) . 
Wo r d swo r t h  i s  i d en t i fying r e l i g i ous p o e t r y  w i th ima g in a ­
t ive s ub l imi t y  and there i s  no doub t tha t The P r e lude mee t s  
th i s  par t i cul ar epi c r e qui r emen t . 
3-Wo r d swo r t h ' s  V i ew o f  L i t erary Genr e s  
Wo r d swo rth ' s  v i ew o f  the l i t e r ary g enr e s  i s  ano ther r e l e ­
van t  i s sue that shou l d  b e  examine d  in thi s a t t emp t t o  c l a s s i fy 
The P r e lude . Herb e r t  L in d enb er g e r , in h i s  book On Wor d swo r t h ' s  
P r e lude ma in t a in s  that "we c an unde r s t and The P r e lude - - i t s  fre ­
quent Mi l t on i c  rhe t or i c , i t s  l ar g en e s s  o f  s cop e - - on l y  i f  we 
remain aware o f  the ep i c  c on c e p t ion b ehind the p o em ( and t o  the 
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ext en t that Wo r d swo r th he l d  a c l a s s i c a l  v i ew o f  l i t e r ary form , 
h i s g en er i c  in t en t ion s , whe ther o r  no t they wer e r e a l ize d , are 
very r e l evan t  to the mean ing o f  the p o em ) " ( L ind enb erger 10 ) . 
In the P r e f a c e  o f  1 81 5 , Wor d swo r th d i s t ingui she s s ix 
genr e s  o f  p o e t ry: epi c , drama , l yr i c a l , i dy l l ium ,  d i dac t i c , 
and ph i l o s oph i c a l  s at i r e . Th e ep i c  i s  charac t er ize d by the fac t 
that the po e t  i s  " t he s our c e  from wh i ch everything pr imari ly 
f l ow s " ( P . W . , I I  432 - 33 ) . Th i s  d e f in i t i on i s  p er f e c t l y  ap ­
pl i c ab l e  t o  The Pre lud e - -we don ' t n e e d  t o  g o  any fur ther than 
to r emind our s e lv e s  that the p o em i s  aut ob i o g r aphi c a l . I t  i s  
true tha t in s ome o f  the l e t t er s  t o  h i s fr i en d s , wh enever 
Wor d swo r t h  men t i on s  the de s i r e  t o  wr i t e  an ep i c  h e  is r e f e r r ing 
to Th e Re c lu s e  ( the po em that was to b e  hi s maj o r  work had i t  
ever b e en c on c lud e d ) ,  but in The P r e lude w e  f in d , a t  l e a s t , 
the epic in t ent i on . Ac c o r d ing t o  L indenber g er , " Th e  P r e lude 
d e r ive s i t s  energy and momen tum , i t s  d i gn i t y  and i t s  r e l ig i ous 
a ims , from the l ar g e r  ep i c  mi s s ion t owar d whi ch it was t o  l e a d "  
( 1 0 )  . 
In the f ir s t  b o o k  o f  The P r e lude we encount er the s ee d s  
o f  the " epi c int en t i on . "  T h e  p o e t  s t ar t s  by t aking int o  a c c ount 
s ev e r a l  s ub j e c t s  h e  might wr i t e  on , and t r i e s  t o  d e c i de wh i c h  
one wou l d  b e  t h e  mo s t  aporoo r i a t e . He c on s i d e r s  b o t h  hi s 
l i t er ary c ap a c i t y  and h i s t a s t e , r e f l e c t ing on how he coul d 
b e t t er apply them t o  a c er t a in kind o f  p o e try : 
When , a s  b e c ome s a man who woul d  p r epare 
Fo r s uch an ar duous work , I through my s e l f  
Make r i gorous inqui s i t i on s , the r e p o r t  
I s  o f t en che e r ing ; for I n e i ther s e em 
To l a ck t h e  f i r s t  g r e a t  g i f t , the vi t a l  s oul , 
Nor gen e r a l  Truth s , whi c h  are thems e lve s a s or t  
O f  E l ement s and Ag en t s ,  Und er - p ower s ,  
Sub o r d ina t e d  h e l p e r s  o f  the l iving mind : 
Nor am I nake d o f  ext ern a l  t hing s ,  
Forms , imag e s ,  nor numerous o ther a i d s  
O f  l e s s regard , though won p erhap s w i t h  t o i l  
And n e e d fu l  t o  bui l d  up a p o e t ' s  p r a i s e .  
( I  1 4 6 -5 7 ) 
The p o e t  acknowl e d g e s  the " ar duous wo rk" he i s  ab out to 
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t ake up , and eva lua t e s  hi s c ap ac i t i e s . Ap par ent ly the r e s u l t s 
a r e  " ch e e r ing , "  for he b e l i ev e s  he h a s  the n e c e s s ary " g i f t s "  t o  
p er fo rm the t a s k - - the "vi t a l  s o u l " ( a  po e t ' s  s ou l ) a s  we l l  a s  
" g en e r a l  Truth s "  and " ext e rn a l  thing s " ( c onv i c t i on s  and s ub j ec t s  
n e c e s s ary t o  wr i t e  po e t ry ) . But h e  i s  s t i l l  l o oking for a 
d e f in i t ive theme ; de s p i t e  the fac t that he c an f ind " t ime , p l ac e  
and mann e r s  . . .  i n  p l ent eous s t o r e "  h e  s t i l l  h a s  t o  make a cho i c e  
among th em a l l : 
T ime , P l a c e  an d mann e r s  do I s e ek , and the s e  
Ar e foun d  in p l en t e ous s t o r e , but nowhere s uch 
As may be s ing l e d  out wi th s t e a dy cho i c e ; 
No l i t t l e  b an d  o f  ye t r e memb e r e d  name s 
Whom I ,  in p er f e c t  c on f i den c e ,  might hop e 
To s ummon b ack from l one s ome b an i s hment , 
And make them dwe l l er s  in the he ar t s  o f  man 
Now l iving , o r  t o  l ive in future y e a r s . 
( I  1 5 8-6 5 ) 
The p o e t  acknow l e d g e s  that he i s  s p l i t  b e tween the d e s ire 
t o  wr i t e  ab out s ome ob s cur e  name so that he c an " s ummon it b a ck 
from l one s ome b an i s hmen t " and mak e  the wo r l d  awa r e  o f  i t s  imp o r -
t anc e , or t o  t ake up s ome thing mo r e  amb i t i ous , s omething that 
woul d s a t i s fy h i s  e g o . S t i l l , he r e a l i z e s  that he i s  in d ang er 
o f  b e ing p r e s ump tuou s :  
S ome t ime s the amb i t ious P ower o f  cho i c e , mi s t aking 
P roud s p r ing - t i d e  swe l l ing s for a regul ar s e a , 
Wi l l  s e t t l e  on s ome B r i t i s h theme , s ome o l d  
Roman t i c  t a l e b y  Mi l t on l e f t  un sung ; 
( I  1 6 6-6 9 )  
9 
The p o e t ' s  amb iva l en c e  i s  e a s i ly r e c o gn i z ab l e . He think s about 
the " gran d "  theme s of war and l eg end , h i s mind f a s c in a t e d  by 
the f amous h e ro e s  in hi s tory and the ir f i gh t  for l ib e r t y . At 
the s ame t ime , though , he r e f l e c t s  up on " s ome h i gh - s ou l e d  
man / Unname d  amon g  t h e  chron i c l e s  o f  king s " who " s uf f e r e d  in 
s i l ence for T ruth ' s  s ake , "  a theme that , in hi s ey e s , i s  a s  
wo r t hy ( or p erhap s even mor e  wo r thy ) o f  an ep i c  p o em .  
But now the po e t  a s k s  h ims e l f  whe ther he c o u l d  r e a l ly 
per form s at i s f a c t or i ly i f  h e  ventur e d  int o the ep i c  r e a lm , 
o r  whe ther he i s  jus t  over - e s t imat ing hi s c ap a c i ty a s  a p o e t . 
As a r e su l t  o f  th i s  in s e cur i t y , he go e s  on t o  c on s i d e r  wr i t ing 
about the thin g s  he is mor e  f ami l i ar wi th: 
S ome t ime s it s ui t s  me b e t t er t o  invent 
A t a l e  from my own heart , mo r e  ne ar akin 
To my own p a s s i on s  and hab i tua l thought s ;  
( I  2 2 1 - 2 3 )  
But even thi s theme - - a s c l o s e  t o  the p o e t ' s  heart a s  p o s s ib l e - -
i s  not t o o  e a s y  t o  d e a l  wi th: " the un s ub s t ant i a l  s truc t ure 
me l t s / Be fo r e  the very s un that b r i gh t en s  i t , /Mi s t  in t o  the a i r  
d i s s o lving!" (I 2 2 5 - 2 7 ) T h e  po e t  a lmo s t  f in d s  i t  p r e ferab l e  t o  
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wa i t  " That me l l ower ye ar s wi l l  b r ing a r i p e r  mind /And c l e arer 
in s i gh t "  ( I  236-37 ) . 
. . .  Thus my days are p a s t  
In contradi c t ion ; wi th n o  ski l l  t o  p ar t  
Vague l ong ing , hap ly b r e d  by want o f  p ower , 
Fr om p ar amoun t  imp ul s e  no t t o  b e  wi ths to o d , 
A t imor ous c apac i t y  from p rudenc e ,  
From c ir cumsp e c t i on , inf in i t e  d e l ay .  
He a lmo s t  b e l i ev e s  that i t  i s  h i s  f a t e  t o  p o s t p one the work 
f o r ever : 
Th i s  i s  my l o t ; for e i ther s t i l l  I f ind 
S ome imp er f e c t i on in the cho s en theme , 
Or s e e  o f  ab s o l u t e  a c c omp l i s hmen t 
Much want ing , s o  much want ing in my s e l f , 
Tha t I r e c o il and dro op , and s e ek r ep o s e  
In l i s tne s s l e s s  from vain perpl exi t y , 
Unp ro f i t ab ly t r ave l l ing t owar d the g r ave , 
L ike a f a l s e  s t ewar d who hath much r e c e ived 
And r en d e r s  no thing b ack . 
( I  2 3 7 -4 2 , 2 6 1 -6 9 ) 
Wo r d swor th i s  obv i ous l y  unab l e  t o  d e c i de wha t  s houl d b e  the 
n atur e  of the p o em he i s  about t o  p r o duc e . He i s  t o rn b e tween 
the de s i r e  t o  wr i t e  an epi c ( " s ome t a l e  by Mi l t on l e f t  un sung " )  
and the ur ge t o  exp r e s s h i s  p er s on a l  f e e l in g s  thro ugh h i s  
p o e t ry . Lat er in the p o em we r e a l i z e  that wha t  Wo r d swor t h  
f ina l ly do e s  i s  t o  c omb ine bo th . T h e  hero i c  argu.ment i s  p r e s ent , 
de s p i t e  the f a c t  tha t the t a l e s  o f  hero e s  and warr i o r s are l e f t  
unt ouch e d . Indee d , the p o e t  found a way o f  r e c onc i l ing the ep i c  
impul s e  wi th h i s p er s on a l  h i s t ory : 
And he r e , 0 Fr i end ! have I r e t r a c e d  my l i f e 
Up t o  an eminenc e ,  and t o l d  a t a l e  
O f  ma t t e r s  wh i c h  no t f a l s e ly may b e  c a l l e d  
The g l ory o f  my youth . O f  genius , p ower , 
C r e a t ion and divin i ty i t s e l f  
I have b e en s p e aking , for my theme ha s b e en 
What pa s s e d wi thin me . No t o f  outward th ings 
Done vi s ib ly for o ther min d s , wor d s , s i gn s , 
Symb o l s o r  a c t i on s , but o f  my own hear t  
Have I b e en s pe aking , and my youthful mind . 
0 Heaven s !  how awful i s  the migh t  o f  s oul s , 
And wha t they do w i t h in thems e lve s wh i l e  y e t  
The yoke o f  e ar t h  i s  n ew t o  them , t h e  wor l d  
Nothing but a wi l d  f i e l d  whe r e  they were s own . 
Th i s  i s  in t ruth , hero i c  argumen t ,  
Thi s  genuin e p r owe s s  . . .  
( I I I  17 0-85 ) 
H i s  own exp er i enc e , he s ay s , i s  " hero i c  argument . "  In the 
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e s s ay "Wo r d swor th: The P e r s on a l  Ep i c , "  Kar l Kro eb e r  he lp s us 
under s t and what , in the n a ture o f  Roman t i c  p o e try , allows a 
r e c onc i l i a t i on b e tween p r iva t e exp e r i en c e  and hero i c  argumen t 
t o  t ake p l ac e :  " Fa i t h  in t h e  p ower o f  p o e t ry t o  exp r e s s the 
p r o founde s t  kind of t ruth is the n e c e s s ary c ond i t i on of a l l  
Romant i c  at t emp t s  a t  ep i c . S ome thing o f  the n a t ur e  o f  that 
fai th is  s ug g e s t e d  by the d i s t in c t iv e l y  ant ihi s t o r i c a l  char a c ­
t er o f  the Romant i c  p er s onal ep i c "  ( Kr o e b e r  87 ) .  Truth i s  the 
key wo r d . I f  pr iva t e  exp er i en c e  s u i t ab ly a t t a in s  the l ev e l  
o f  g enera l i z e d  t ruth - - i f  i t  c an b e  mean ingfu l  t o  mo s t - - then i t  
c an a t t a in ep i c  s t atus . Such an ep i c  wou l d  b e  ant ihi s t or i c a l  
b e c aus e t h e  hero wou l d  h ave a t t a in e d  an a t emp o r al s t atus , he 
woul d r e pr e s en t  a l l men a t  a l l t ime s and s t and for a t emporal 
va lue s . 
Wor d sworth b e l i ev e d  that t h e  h i s t o ry o f  hi s p e r s on a l  
exp er i en c e s  coul d b e  r e l evant for mankind , and c o u l d , a s  a 
r e s u l t , b e  s ui t e d  t o  b e c ome the s ub j e c t  o f  Th e P r e lude . The 
p e r s ona l a c c oun t  o f  even the pub l i c  event s narr a t e d  in th e po em 
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i s  int ended t o  exp an d in t o  the s c op e o f  " the g en e r a l  exp er i en c e  
o f  men . " Al l the theme s he wa s con s i de r ing wr i t ing about 
p r evious ly ar e c omb in e d  in the ma in ep i c  theme--th e mind o f  
men--as B r i an Wi lki e sug g e s t s  in " The Way o f  the Hero . " 
P o in t s h ave we a l l  o f  us w i t hin our s o ul s , 
Whe r e  a l l s t and s ing l e ; thi s I fe e l , and make 
B r e athing s f o r  inc ommun i c ab l e  p owe r s . 
Y e t , e a ch man i s  a memory t o  h ims e l f , 
And , there fo r e , now that I mus t  qui t thi s t heme , 
I am not he art l e s s ; for there ' s  no t a man 
Tha t  l iv e s  who h a s  no t had h i s g o d l ike hour s , 
And knows n o t  wha t  mag e s t i c  sway we h ave , 
As natur a l  b e ing s in the s t r ength o f  Na ture . 
( I I I  18 8 - 9 6 )  
At thi s p o in t , the "p er s on a l  ep i c "  s e ems t o  have b e en p er f e c t ly 
a c c ount e d  for--any man ' s f e e l ing s and exp er i enc e s  ar e , at s ome 
p o in t , go d l ike . 
Wor d swo r t h , then , h a s  announ c e d  h i s  theme and ha s s uc c e s s -
ful ly c o o r d ina t e d  h i s  wi s h  t o  a t t a in p r ac t i c a l i ty w i t h  h i s 
ur g e  t o  take a s ubje c t ive app r o a ch . He t a lk s  about g en e r a l  
t ruths t h a t  a l l  men wi l l  b e  ab l e  t o  und e r s t and , b u t  he do e s  i t  
a c c o r d ing t o  h i s  p er s on a l  p o int of v i ew . He , the hero , is at onc e  
t h e  " Pub l i c  Spoke sman " and t h e  p o e t  " in-the-p ro c e s s -o f-pr iva t e ly-
exp e r i enc ing" ( Lindenb erger 16 ) .  
5 -The P r e lude ' s  S t ruc tur e  a s  an Ep i c  S t ruc ture 
But for a p o em to be cons i d e r e d  an ep i c , mo r e  than j us t  
the ep ic theme i s  n e c e s s ary , the s truc t ur e  i s  a l s o  imp o r t an t . 
What i s  gener a l ly exp e c t e d o f  an ep i c  p o em i s  that i t  narrat e s  
the he ro ' s  pro g re s s i o n  towards the ach ievement of h i s  g o a l . 
Traditionally , the ep i c  hero ha s a mi s s ion he s trugg l e s  to 
a c c omp l i s h- - he us ual ly fac e s  vari ous problems and s trug g l e s  
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a g a i n s t  temptation in th e cours e of the action . Such a p a t t e rn 
i s  p erfectly re c o gnizab l e  in The Pre lude . If we are not to l d  
ab out b attle s , the bui l ding o f  emp ire s , or r e l igious theme s 
(wha t we find in oth e r  ep i c s  l ike Homer ' s  I l i ad ,  C amo e n ' s  
Lusiad, and Mi lton ' s Para d i s e  Lost} , we witne s s  th e menta l 
p rogre s s ion o f  the he r o , i . e . , the p o et . And he c ertainly 
ha s t o  c onfront what Wi lk i e  c a l l s  "tempting and f a l l acious 
byp aths " (77 ) a s  he goe s thro ugh his orde a l . 
I n  b o ok IV, another ep i c  c o nvention c an b e  f o un d . We 
c ome acro s s  the s ug g e s ti o n  tha t  the p o et ' s mi s s i o n - - l ike the 
mi s s ions of a l l  the t r a d itiona l  ep i c  hero e s - - ha s  not b e e n  
cho s en b y  hims e l f , b ut h a s , i n  one way o r  ano ther , b e en imp o s e d  
up o n  him : 
Ah ! ne e d  I s ay , de ar Fr iend ! that to th e b r im 
My he art wa s ful l ; I made no vows , but vows 
Wer e  made fo r me ; b ound unknown to me 
Wa s g iven , that I shoul d b e , e l s e  s inning g r e atly , 
A dedi c ated S p ir it . On I walked 
In thankful b l e s s e dne s s ,  whi ch yet s urvive s .  
( IV 3 3 3 - 38 )  
Onc e hav ing found that thi s  wa s to b e  the c o ur s e  o f  h i s 
l ife , the p o e t  i s  for c e d  to refl ect up on it and t o  t r y  to come 
to terms with hi s fa t e . He do e s  so by writing t h e  p o em .  In 
the p ro c e s s  of c omp o s i t i on ( th a t  I view a s , metap ho r i c a l ly , 
the p erformanc e o f  the ep i c  ta s k  its e lf} the mind of the p o e t  
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b e c ome s mo r e  an d mor e  ma tur e , and the man achieve s  the c l imax 
o f  hi s vi s i onary p owe r s .  At the end o f  the p o em ,  in b o ok X I V , 
Wo rd sworth c ommen t s  on the evo lut i on he f e e l s he h a s  gone 
through , in wha t  i s  a kind of r e t ro s p e c i tve on the p o em :  
A humb l er d e s t iny have we r e t r a c e d  
And t o l d  o f  l ap s e  and he s i t at ing cho i c e , 
And b ackwar d s  wan d e r in g s  a l ong thorny way s : 
Ye t--c omp a s s e d round by mo un t a in s o l i tude s , 
Wi thin who s e  s o l emn t emp l e  I r e c e ived 
My e ar l i e s t  vi s i t a t i ons � c ar e l e s s then 
O f  what wa s g iven me ; and wh i ch now I r ang e , 
A me d i t a t ive , o f t  a s u f f e r ing man--
Do I de c l are--in a c c en t s whi c h , from t ruth 
D e r iving cheer ful c on f i denc e , s ha l l b l end 
The ir mo dul a t i on s  with the s e  vo c a l  s tr e am s -­
Tha t , wha t s o ever f a l l s  my b e t t er mind , 
Revolving w i t h  the a c c i den t s  o f  l i f e 
May have s u s t a ine d , that , how s o e ' er mi s l e d , 
Never d i d  I ,  in que s t  o f  r i ght o r  wrong , 
Tamp er wi th c on s c i en c e  from a p r iv a t e  a im. 
( X IV 1 36 -5 1 ) 
Th e r e  i s  a p ower ful emph a s i s  on t ruth. Th e p o e t  exp r e s s e s  
h i s  conc ern w i t h  the authen t i c i t y  o f  the f e e l ing s h e  h a s  t r an s -
ferr e d  t o  p ap er. Thi s  i s  c e r t a in ly an imp o r t an t  c onc ern , s ince 
Wo r d swo r t h  b e l i eve d that the p o e t  was a t e a ch e r , and was 
s t rong l y  c on s c ious of the d i da c t i c  char a c t er of Th e P r e lude. 
If the f ir s t  imp ul s e  that dr ove h im t o  wr i t e  wa s the ne e d  t o  
r e l e a s e  h i s  c r e a t ive p ower s , making " A  p r e s ent joy the mat t er 
o f  a s ong , "  i t  s o on g ive s way t o  the mo r e  p ermanent urg e  t o  
b e c ome a t e acher and a prophe t , l e ad ing men t o  t ruth. He h a s  
b e en cho s en--h i s  f a t e  h a s  b een d e t ermine d--and he c anno t  
e s c ap e .  He w i l l  have t o  f ind t h e  t ruth and then a t t emp t t o  
make i t  c l e ar and me an in g fu l  t o  men. 
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In a l e t t e r  the p o e t  wro t e  t o  J ohn Wi l s on in June 7 ,  1802 , 
hi s b e l i e f  in the ro l e  o f  the p o e t  a s  a t e acher i s  g iven p ar t i-
cular emphas i s : "You have given me p r a i s e  for having r e f l e c t e d 
f a i thful ly in my p o ems the f e e l ing s o f  human natur e  I would 
f a in hop e that I have done s o. But a g r e a t  p o e t  ough t t o  do 
mo r e  than thi s he o ught t o  a c e r t a in degr e e  to r e c t i fy men ' s 
f e e l ing s , t o  g ive them new c omp o s i t ions o f  f e e l ing s , t o  r ender 
the i r  f e e l in g s  mo r e  c on s onant t o  n a t ure , that is t o  e t e rnal 
n atur e , and the gr e a t  moving s p ir i t  of t hing s .  He ought t o  
t r ave l b e for e men o c c a s i ona l ly a s  we l l  a s  a t  the ir s i de s "  
( Wo r d swo r th 4 1 5 ) . 
In The P r e lude the s e  c onvi c t ions are a l s o  exp r e s s e d : 
. . .  D e ar e s t f r i end 
If thou oar t ake the an ima ting f a i th 
That P o e t s , even a s  P rophe t s , each wi th e ach 
Conne c t e d  in a mighty s ch eme of t ruth 
Have e ach hi s own p e cu l i ar f a c u l t y , 
Heaven ' s  g i f t , a s en s e that f i t s him t o  p er c eiv e  
Obje c t s  un s e en b e fo r e , t h o u  wi l t  n o t  b l ame 
The humb l e s t  o f  thi s b an d  who dar e s  to hop e 
Tha t  un t o  him h a s  a l s o  b e en vouch s a f e d  
An in s i ght that i n  s ome s o r t  he p o s s e s s e s , 
A p r ivi l e g e  whe r eby a wo rk o f  h i s , 
P r o c e e d ing from a s our c e  o f  unt aught thing s 
C r e a t ive and en dur ing , may b e c ome 
A p ower l ike one of N ature ' s . To a hop e 
No t l e s s amb i t ious onc e among the w i l d s  
O f  S arum ' s P l a in , my youthful s p i r i t  wa s r a i s e d  . . . 
And r ememb er we l l  
Tha t  in l i fe ' s eve ryday app e aren c e s  
I s e eme d ab out t h i s  t ime t o  g a in c l e ar s i ght 
Of a new wor l d--a wor l d , t o o , that was f i t  
T o  b e  t r an smi t t e d , and t o  o ther eye s 
Made vi s ib l e ;  
( X IV 2 9 9 - 31 4 , 367- 72 )  
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When we r e a d  wha t the o o e t  de s i r e s  to t e ach an d on c e  we are 
exp o s e d  t o  the c o n f i den t  t one he us e s  to do i t , we f e e l  c omp e l l e d  
t o  trus t him and t o  acknowl e d g e  hi s autho r i t y . I t  i s  a s  i f  
he c an conv in c e  hi s aud i enc e that he ha s b e en cho s en b y  a s up e r-
i o r  en t i ty t o  p er form t he ro l e  o f  l e ader . We f e e l  i t  i s  a lmo s t  
imp o s s ib l e  t o  que s t i on the p o e t ' s aut ho r i ty b e c aus e he s o  
c l e a r l y  b e l i eve s he de s e rve s i t . The f a c t  that the p o em i s  
" the s t o ry o f  the p o e t ' s  mind- - the autho r ' s - - i s no t a l i en t o  
thi s p ar t i cul ar e f f e c t , h e  knows wha t  h e  i s  t e l l ing us , h e  i s  
the ul t imat e  author i t y . But there are s everal o t her r e a s on s  
why the vo i c e  o f  the p o e t  s oun d s  s o  conv inc ing ; h e  c on t inual ly 
d e s c r ib e s  the ep i s o d e s  that l e d  him to such thought s .  The 
P r e lude is ful l of sma l l  ep i s o d e s  the p o e t  r ememb e r s ; when he 
r ememb e r s  t hem , they app e ar ( they ar e) mo r e  me an ingful than 
when he a c tual ly exp e r i en c e d  them , and the r e ader g e t s  a t  onc e  
t h e  exp e r i en c e  i t s e l f  t oge t he r  wi th the f e e l ing s the p o e t  
exp e r i enc e s  b y  r ememb e r ing i t . In the end , wha t  we g e t  i s  a 
c ar e fu l l y  j us t i f i e d  b e l i e f  t ha t  we a lmo s t  do no t dar e t o  que s -
t ion . For examp l e , i t  i s  c er t ainly e a s i e r  t o  ac c ep t  an d s har e 
the p o e t ' s " l ove o f  Man " onc e  we are a c qua int ed wi th ep i s o d e s  
s uch a s  h i s  encount e r  wi th the veteran and hi s o b s erva t i on o f  
the fa ther in the s t r e e t s  o f  London . L ike the p o e t , w e  are 
t o uche d b y  the s i gh t  of thi s ob s cur e  man : 
A Fa the r - -for he b o r e  no n ame - -
Him s aw I ,  s i t t ing in an o p en s quar e , 
Up on a c o rn e r  s t one o f  that l ow wa l l , 
Whe r e in w e r e  f ix e d  the i r on p a l e s  that fenc e d  
A s p ac ious gr a s s - p l o t ; ther e , i n  s i l en c e , s at 
Thi s  One Man , wi th a s i ck l y  b ab e  out s t r e t che d 
Up on hi s kne e , whom he had thi ther brought 
Fo r sun s hin e , and to b r e a the the fr e s h  air. 
O f  tho s e  who pa s s e d , an d me who looked at him , 
He t o ok no he e d ; but in hi s b rowny arm s  
( The Ar t i f i c er was t o  t h e  e lb ow bare , 
And from hi s work thi s momen t had b e en s t o l en) 
He he l d  the chi l d , and b en d ing over i t  
A s  i f  h e  were a fr a i d  b o th o f  the s un 
And o f  the a i r , whi ch he had c ome t o  s eek , 
Eye d  the p o o r  b ab e  with l ove unut t er ab l e . 
( V I I 6 0 3- 18 ) 
Al though the p o e t  ha d s e t tled for t e l l ing hi s own s t ory , he 
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i s  c on s t an t ly c on c e rn e d  w i t h  b r o a den ing the s ub j e c t  enough t o  
a chi eve un iver s a l i t y , a key cha r ac t er i s t i c  o f  an ep i c . Bo oks 
VI I and V I I I  a r e  e s p e c i a l ly s u c c e s s ful in thi s r e s p e c t . In 
" Re s i d en c e  in London " we s har e w i t h  the p o e t  the f e e l in g s  o f  
opp r e s s i on and a l i enat i on c onvey e d  b y  the a tmo s p her e o f  a b i g  
c i ty . A t  thi s p o int , p ar t  o f  the t r ad i t i on a l  ep i c  p at t ern i s  
e a s i ly t r a c e ab l e--the hero ha s wi th him the who l e  aud i enc e ,  
shar ing hi s f e e l in g s  ( a s I men t i on e d  b e fo r e , p ar t  o f  the ep i c  
t r a d i t i on r equir e s  that the hero have wi th him a mul t i t ude 
s ha r ing hi s v i ew s ) . 
In " Re t r o s p e c t--Love o f  Natur e  L e a d ing t o  Love o f  Man " we 
find that ano ther ep i c  devi c e  (machine ry) i s  u s e d  to b r ing 
for th the un iver s a l i t y  of the hero ' s  c onvi c t ions . Ep i c  machin ery 
u s ua l ly r e f er s  to the r e l a t i on s hip b e tw e en the hero ' s  wi ll and 
the o ut s i de fo r c e s  t ha t  mo t ivat e him ; wha t  in The P r e lude p l ay s  
the ro l e  o f  ma chin e ry i s  b o th Natur e  and Books . Ind e e d , the s e  
ar e the " fo r c e s " who s e  in f luenc e the p o e t  s t r on g l y  acknow l e dg e s . 
In thi s s e c t i on o f  the p o em the r e ader r ea l i z e s wha t ha s dr iven 
the p o e t  to f e e l ing so power ful ly the " l ove o f  Man " : 
The human natur e  in t o  whi ch I f e l t  
That I b e l on g e d , an d r everen c e d  w i t h  love , 
Wa s no t a pun c t ua l p r e s enc e , but a spir i t  
D i f fus e d  through t ime and s p a c e , wi th a i d  d e r ived 
Of evidenc e from monument s  e r e c t , 
Pro s t r a t e , o r  l e an ing t owa r d s  the i r  common r e s t 
In earth , the w i d e ly s c a t t e r e d  wr e ck s ub l ime 
Of van i shed nat i on s , or mo r e  c l e ar ly dr awn 
From b o ok s  and wha t they p i c tur e  and r e c o r d . 
( VI I I  6 0 8- 1 6 )  
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As a r e s u l t  o f  thi s exp l anat ion , the r e ader i s  mo re awar e o f  
the for c e s  that mo t iva t e  the hero . H e  i s  s ub t ly urge d t o  trus t 
tha t " ev i d en c e  from monument s  er e c t "  and t o  ab andon a p o s s ib l e  
skep t i c al r e a c t ion t o  the p o e t ' s  b e l i e f s . What Wor d swor th i s  
a t t emp t ing t o  d o  i s , then , t o  bui l d  a s ur e  ground on whi ch t o  
s t and . He p r o duc e s  evi d en c e  in s up p o r t  o f  e ach s t a t ement , 
c on s e quen t l y  l e ading the aud i en c e  t o  trus t him . 
The her o ' s  i d e a l  c ome s acro s s  a s  a s p i r i tua l one ; the 
who l e  ep i c  p a t t ern of The P r e lude i s  bui l t  around thi s no t i on . 
The r e a s on why i t  i s , a t  t ime s , d i f f i cul t t o  t r a c e  the p o em ' s 
ep i c  char a c t e r i s t i c s  i s  the new c onc ep t i on o f  hero we are p r e-
s en t e d  wi th ( the non-mi l i t ary hero) , and , c on s e quen t ly , the 
n ew kind o f  va lue s the hero s t an d s  for. The p o e t  e s t ab l i s he s 
a "hero i c "  r e l a t ionship w i t h  hi s aud i enc e .  He i s  the champ ion 
of a l l  men . Unl ike mo s t  hero e s  who repr e s ent the i de a l s  a 
p ar t i cul ar s o c i e ty o r  gr oup d e f end , Wo r d swo r th , the demo c r a t i c  
p o e t , i s  try ing t o  s p e ak on b eha l f  o f  hi s who l e  aud i enc e .  He 
do e s  it in a f a i r l y  new way--Wi lki e c ommen t s  on t he p o e t ' s  i d e a l : 
" Ther e  are thr e e  b a s i c  e l emen t s  in the hero i c  i de a l  o f f e r e d  
[by Wo r d s wo r th] : an empha s i s  o n  s p i r i tua l an d p s ycho l o g i c a l  
qual i t i e s  ( ' my theme ha s b e en /what p a s s ' d  wi thin me ' ) , a form 
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o f  e g a l i t ar i an i sm ( ' t he r e ' s  no t a man / that l ive s who has no t 
ha d hi s go d l ike hour s ' ) ,  an d in div i dua l i sm ( ' P o int s have we 
a l l  of us wi thin our s ou l s , /wher e  a l l  s t and s ing l e ' ) .  Al l the s e  
are f a i r l y  nove l in the l i ght o f  the t r a d i t iona l hero i c  p at ­
t e rn , e s p e c i a l ly a s  i t  exi s t s  in ep i c  ' o r tho doxy ' - - the inner 
empha s i s  b e c aus e of the eno rmous imp o r t an c e  whi ch Wor d swor t h  
g ive s i t , the e g a l i t ar ian i sm b e c aus e i t  g o e s  s o  far out o f  
the way t o  deny tha t  the hero i s  un i que , the indivi dua l i sm 
b e c aus e Wor d swo r t h  make s i t  a un iver s a l  and mark e d l y  p hi l o s o­
phi c a l  i de a l "  ( Wi lkie 72 - 73 ) . The s e  hero i c  char a c t er i s t i c s  
are the key t o  the p ar t i cu l ar r e l a t i on s h i p  the p o e t  e s t ab l i she s 
w i t h  hi s aud i en c e .  I t  i s  n e c e s s ary t o  b r ing the me aning o f  
thi s r e l a t i on s hip w i th the aud i en c e  ( t hat t ake s p l ac e  in s i d e  
and out s i de the p o em )  b ack in t o  the p o em ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  under­
s t and exac t ly t he ro l e  o f  the hero and o f  the na tur e  of the 
t a s k  b e ing p er forme d . And thi s i s  why it is p ar t i cu l ar ly 
imp o r t an t  that the p o e t ' s vo i c e  be so c onvin c ing - - on c e we 
r e a l i z e  that the p o e t  ha s g o o d r e a s on s  for b e l i ev ing in mankind 
and i t s  p ower to ful ly d eve l o p  ima g inat ive v i s i on , we c an mor e  
e a s i ly ful f i l l  the ro l e  t he p o e t  r e s erv e d  for us , hi s aud i enc e-­
we b e c ome the obje c t  o f  the hero ' s  p l e a  and we i d en t i fy with 
the p o e t ' s i d e a l s . 
I I I  
I - Ep i c /Aut o b i o grap hy 
The r e l at i on s hi p  b e twe en t he p o e t  and hi s audi enc e - - that 
ha s b e en p r evious ly e quat e d  wi th the r e l at ionship b e tween the 
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hero and tho s e  who s e  a spir a t i on s  he repre s ent s - - i s ,  in p a r t , 
the key t o  the equi l ibr ium o f  the e p i c  an d the aut obi o g r aph i ­
c a l  l ine s of the Po em. 
Cur ious ly enough, wh en he s t ar t s  t o  writ e The P r e l ude , 
Wo r d sworth, a s  the he ro, h a s  no one t o  b a ck up h i s  a s p i r a t ion s  
b e c au s e  h e  do e s  no t have an aud i en c e  s upp o r t ing h im. On l y  
a f t er the poem h a s  b e en wr i t t en and t h e  aud i en c e  c ap t iva t e d  
b y  the p o e t ' s  i d e a s ,  c an w e  s ay that the h e r o  f in d s  h i s  s up -
p o r t e r s  or tho s e  who s e  i d e a s  he r epr e s en t s . The p o e t  had t o  
c r e a t e  out s i de t h e  p o em th i s  imp or t ant p ar t  o f  t h e  p a t t e rn 
o f  the epic ; only a f t er the po em ha s b e en r e a d  do e s  i t  b e c ome 
an epic . To s uc cee d in the a t t empt to c r e a t e  thi s b o dy o f  
s uppor t e r s  the p o e t  had t o  p e r f orm the r o l e  o f  e duc a t o r . Wh en 
we read the P r e f a c e  we a l r e a dy p er c i eve the p o e t ' s  a t t emp t 
t o  e duc a t e  hi s r e a de r s . He ha s t o  chang e the audi enc e ' s  
t a s t e  s o  that i t  c an app r e c i a t e  the p o e t ry he wr i t e s : 
S everal o f  my fr i en d s  a r e  anxi ous f o r  the s uc c e s s  
o f  the s e  P o ems, from a b e l i e f  that, i f  the v i ew s  
with whi ch they were c omp o s e d  were inde e d  r e a l i z e d, 
a c l a s s o f  P o e t ry woul d  b e  p r o duc e d, we l l  adap t e d  
t o  int er e s t  mankind p erman en t ly, and n o t  un imp o r ­
t ant in the qua l i ty, and i n  the mul t ipl i c i ty o f  
i t s  mor a l  r e l a t i on s : and o n  t h i s  a c c o unt they have 
adv i s e d  me to pr e f  ix a s y s t emat i c  de f en s e o f  the 
theory upon whi c h  the po ems were wr i t t en . . .  t o  
treat the s ubj e c t  wi t h  t h e  c l e arne s s and c o h e r enc e 
o f  wh ich it i s  s u s c ep t ib l e, i t  wou l d  b e  n e c e s s ary 
to give a ful l a c coun t  o f  the p r e s en t  s t a t e  o f  
the pub l i c  t a s t e  in t h i s  c oun try an d t o  d e t ermine 
how far this t a s t e  is h e a l t hy o r  deprave d ; wh i ch, 
aga in, could not be d e t ermine d, whi thout p o in t ing 
out in what mann er l anguage an d the human mind 
act and r e - a c t  on e ach o th e r, and wi thout r e ­
t r acing the r evo lut i on s, n o t  o f  l i t er a tur e a l one , 
but l ikewi s e  o f  s o c i e t y  i t s e l f . I h ave the r e fo r e  
a l t oge ther de c l in e d  t o  ent er r e gular l y  up on thi s 
de fence ; y e t , I am s e s ib l e , that the r e  would b e  
s ome thing l ike imp r opr i e r t y  i n  abrupt l y obt ruding 
up on the Pub l i c , wi thout a few wor d s  o f  in t r o duc ­
t ion , P o ems s o  mat e r i a l ly di f f e r ent f r om tho s e  up on 
wh i ch gene r a l  app roba t ion i s  at p r e s ent b e s t owe d. 
( Wo r d swor th , Pre fa c e ) 
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Thr oughout the P r e f a c e , Wor d swor th a t t emp t s  not so much to 
j us t i fy why he cho s e  t o  wr i t e  wha t  h e  d i d , the way he d i d , 
but t o  e duc a t e  the pub l i c ' s  t a s t e , by c a l l ing a t t ent i on t o  
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  p o e t i c  a c tual i z a t i on s o  f a r  ove r l o oke d .  The 
mo s t  s tr iking ar gument in f avor of t h i s  n ew kind o f  p o e try 
is the p o e t ' s  de s i r e  t o  p r o duc e po ems "we l l  adap t e d  t o  in t e r e s t  
mankin d p e rmanen t l y . " What fo l l ow s  i s  the d emon s t r a t i on o f  
wha t  the p o e t  b e l i eve s c an do s o , in an a t t emp t t o  " c onve r t" 
the r e a d e r s  and l e ad them t o  the und er s t an d ing o f  hi s p o e t ry . 
In The P r e lude we encoun t e r  the s ame a t t i tud e. The p o em 
wa s p r imar i ly con c e iv e d  a s  the s t o ry o f  the p o e t ' s  l i fe - - th e  
narrat ion o f  h i s  exp e r i en c e s  and o f  the d ev e lopment o f  imagi -
n a t ion . Such a p o em might we l l  have t urn e d  out t o  b e  s imp ly 
an aut ob i ogr aphy , but it wa s not s o . The oo e t  in the p o em 
s t an d s  out a s  the s ymb o l  o f  mankin d , making our s h i s  p r iva t e  
f e e l ings . I f  the p o e t  had kep t h im s e l f  on a p e de s t a l - - a  f ami l i ar 
imag e  in Roman t i c  p o e t ry - - h e  woul d  n o t have b e en ab l e  t o  c onvin c e  
h i s  aud i en c e  s o  e f f e c t ive ly , b u t  h e  cho s e  t o  s p e ak t o  them on 
equa l t e rms . In f a c t , a l though Wo r d swo r t h  draws di s t in c t i on s  
b e tween t h e  min d s  that a r e  p r ivi l e g e d  and the one s  wh i ch ar e 
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n o t ,  hi s t one i s  no t pa t e rna l i s t i c ; the ma in dir e c t i on o f  the 
po em r e f l e c t s  hi s de s i r e  t o  t e l l  a l l men about thing s that, 
he be l i eve s, c an be unde r s t o o d  by a l l . 
Abb ie Po t t s , in her bo ok Wor d swo rth ' s  P r e lude, p o in t s out 
that " the ma in s our c e  of a c t ion o f  The P r e l ude, is the r e s -
t or a t i on o f  the p o e t ' s  mind, s o  tha t he may r e d e em mankind, by 
t ea ch ing " ( P o t t s  344 ) . She de f in i t e l y p o int s the p o e t ' s  r o l e 
a s  a l e ader ; mor e over, s h e  empha s i z e s  the r e l evan c e  o f  the 
p o et ' s a c t ion s t o  the who l e  of mank ind as we l l  as hi s g enuine 
conc ern with i t . And be c au s e Wor d swo r t h  p r e s en t s  the even t s  o f  
h i s t ime in s uch a way a s  t o  make them r e l evant f o r  any t ime 
and p e r s on, The P r e lude a ch i eve s the un ive r s a l i ty n e c e s s ary 
for the ful l ac comp l i shmen t o f  the p o e t ' s  life mis s i on .  Th e 
P r e lude c onvin c ingly a s s e r t s the t ruth of 
the p sycho l ogi c a l  and mo r a l  c onc lus ions Wor d swo r t h  put s f o r th . 
The f a c t  that the s t ar t ing p o in t  o f  the p o em i s  but the p o e t ' s  
p r iva t e  exper i enc e in no way p r ec lude s  the unive r s a l i ty and 
e t e rna l i ty o f  the s ub j e c t . In d e e d, " the p o em i s  foun d e d  up on 
a cont inuous and s y s t ema t i c  d i a l e c t i c  between p ub l i c  and p r iva t e  
a f f a i r s ,  b e twe en s o c i a l  d eve l opment and p e r s onal gr owth, b e twe en 
the obj e c t ive dr ama o f  p o l i t i c a l  even t s  and the s ubj e c t iv e  
dr ama o f  p sycho l o g i c a l  chang e "  ( Kroeber 88 - 89 ) . 
In "Re s i denc e in Lon don " and "Love o f  Natur e  L e a ding t o  
Love o f  Man, " t h e  in t er a c t ion b e tween the p o e t  and s o c i e ty i s  
g iven p ar t i cu l ar r e l evanc e . W e  r e a l ize that b e c au s e o f  the 
c on t a c t  with natur e  the p o e t ' s  f e e l ings undergo an evo lut i on 
o therwi s e  imp o s s ibl e ; from the anonymous c r owd the p o e t  p i cks 
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p a r t icular charac t e r s  whom he o b s e rve s w i th p ar t i c u l a r  at -
t en t i on ; lat er, rememb e r ing tho s e  s i tuat ions, the p o e t  r e a l ize s 
the ir r e l evan ce  for the matur a t i on o f  hi s mind . I t  i s  b e c au s e  
o f  s uch o c currenc e s  t h a t  Wo r d swor t h  i s  ab l e  t o  i dent i fy wi th a l l  
men 
"Why shoul d I s p e ak o f  wha t a thous and h e ar t s  
Have fe l t, and ev e ry man a l ive c an gue s s? "  
( IV 3 3 - 34) 
and c onvince h i s  aud i en c e  t o  s e e h i s  theme a s  one whi ch c an 
in t er e s t  mankind p e rmanen t ly . I t  i s  very d i f f i cu l t  t o  p o in t  
o u t  whe r e  exa c t ly in The P r e lude t h e  p ro c e s s  o f  t e a c h in g  the 
aud i enc e i s  t aking p l a c e - - the p o em a s  a who l e  r e f l e c t s  i t . I t  
s e ems l eg i t imat e t o  b e l i eve that Wo r d swo r t h  ac tual ly s uc c e e d e d  
i n  convinc ing h i s  aud i en c e  of how c l o s e  t hey w e r e  wi th the 
p o e t, and to a c c ep t h im, in a way, as t h e i r  " l e ader . "  In 
fact, if we r e ad the p o em as an ep i c  it i s  b e c au s e in s ome 
way we i dent ify wi th the p o e t . Hi s was  a l i fe o f  c o n s t an t  
que s t  for t ruth, h i s  p l e a s ur e s  s imp l e  on e s  we enj oy t o day, 
h i s  go a l s  tho s e  we wi s h we coul d a t t a in . Wha t  h e  t e aches u s  
s e ems i n  n o  way imp o s s ib l e t o  achi eve; the r e f o r e  we f in d  h e  
i s  much c l o s e r  t o  us than the gr e a t  hero e s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t ional 
ep i c s  ever could b e . He i s  c l o s e r  in t ime and in mind t o  the 
twen t i e th c entury man than Achi l les or Odysseu� ; t h e r efore, 
h i s  l if e  i s  mor e  l ike ly t o  r ef l e c t  a c cur a t e ly s ome of the 
t en s i on s  and as p irat i on s  we d e a l  wi th d a i ly . 
Th e bal an c e  o f  t h e  ep i c  and the aut ob i o graph i c a l  l in e s  
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of the p o em is achi ev e d  b e c aus e of thi s p art icu l ar re l at ion -
ship the p o e t  e s t ab l i s h e s  w i t h  h i s  aud i enc e .  N everthe l e s s , 
there i s  ano ther r e a s on why the p o e t  wa s ab l e  t o  e s t ab l i s h 
the ground he wan t e d  t o  s t and on : h i s theory o f  p o e try i s  the 
p o em .  
2- Aut ob i o gr aphy / P o e t i c s  
" The P r e lude turn s o ut t o  b e  a p o em whi ch inc o rp o r a t e s  
i t s own ar s p o e t i c a "  ( Abr ams , " Th e  P r e lude a s  a P o r t r a i t  o f  
the Ar t i s t  184- 8 5 ) , p a r t l y  b e c aus e when Wor d swo r th s t ar t s  
wr i t ing the po em , h e  h a sn ' t y e t  de c i d e d  wha t  theme , s ty l e  
o r  va lue s h e  wi s h e s  t o  p r e s en t . Aga in w e  r e a l i z e  that onl y  
through t h e  c omp o s i t ion o f  the p o em do e s  the author f ind what 
it  is  s upp o s e d t o b e c ome . Wo r d swo r t h  is  " announc ing hi s 
d i s c overy o f  a theory o f ar t wi thin the work whi ch exemp l i -
f i e s  the theory " ( Ab r ams 18 9 ) . The deve lopmen t  o f  thi s theory 
is p ar a l l e l  t o  the deve l opmen t of the new me an in g s  h i s p a s t  
exp er i enc e s  a c qui r e  when h e  r ememb er s them- - and the ir inf luence 
is mutua l . 
S ix chan g e ful y e ar s  have van i s h e d  s inc e I f ir s t  
P o ur e d  out ( s a lut e d  b y  that qui ckening br e e z e  
Whi c h  me t m e  i s s uing from the C i ty ' s wa l l s ) 
A g l a d  p r e amb l e  t o  th i s  ver s e : I s ang 
A l oud , wi t h  f e rvour irr e s i s t i b l e  
O f  s hor t - l ive d t r an s p o r t ,  l ike a t o r r ent bur s t ing , 
From a b l ack thunder - c l oud , down S c a f f e l ' s  s i de 
To rush and d i s app e ar . But s o on broke f o r t h  
( S o wi l l e d  the mus e )  a l e s s imp e tuous s t r e am ,  
That f l owe d awhi l e  wi th unb a t ing s t r ength , 
Then s t opp e d  for y e ar s ;  no t audib l e  a g a in 
B e fo r e  l a s t p r imr o s e t ime . B e l oved F r i end ! 
The a s s ur an c e  whi ch t h en che e r e d  s ome h e avy 
though t s 
On dep ar t ur e  t o  a fo r e i gn l and 
Has f a i l e d; too s l owly move s the p r omi s e d  work . 
Thr ough the who l e  s ummer have I b e en at r e s t , 
P ar t ly from vo lunt ary ho l i day , 
An d p art through outwar d hindr an c e . 
( V I I  1- 18 )  
The p o e t  c l e ar ly u s e s  the p o em to d i s cus s the prob l em o f  
in s p ir a t i on. H e  empha s i z e s  that c omp o s i t ion dep end s on the 
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p r e s en c e  o f  insp i r a t i on ,  and that in s p i r a t ion , onc e  g one , c an 
b e  b rought b ack by the inf luen c e  o f  c e r t a in exp e r i enc e s  and , 
o f t en , by the c ont a c t  w i t h  Natur e  . 
. . . But I heard 
A f t e r  the hour of s un s e t  ye s tr - even , 
S i t t ing w i t h in do o r s  b e tween l ight and dark , 
A cho i r  o f  r e d - br ea s t s  g a ther e d  s omewhere near 
My thr e s ho l d , - -min s t r e l s  from the d i s t ant wo o d s  
" Y e  hear t s ome Cho r i s t er s , y e  and I wi l l  b e  
A s s oc i a t e s ,  and , un s c ar e d  by b lus t er ing win d s , 
wi l l  chant t oge ther . .. 
( V I I  18 - 22 , 29 - 3 1 )  
The r e d - b r e a s t s ' s s ong b r in g s  b ack hi s in s p i r a t i on i n  the 
s ame way in wh i ch s ome of the l in e s  whi ch d i s cus s the dif f i -
cul t i e s  o f  p o e t ry wr i t in g  a l l ow the p o e t  t o  ove r c ome the b lo ck . 
I t  i s  int er e s t ing t o  no t i c e  the p ar t i cul ar us e the p o e t  
make s o f  h i s  p o em t o  ove r c ome t h e  d i f f i cul t i e s  he f ac e s  when 
he wr i t e s . The deve l opment o f  the ima g inat ive powe r s  he gr a -
dua l ly a c h i eve d whi l e  wr i t in g  t h e  p o em i s , the p o e t  t e l l s  us , 
imp a ir e d  a t  s ome p o in t . The p o e t  i s  fo r c e d  t o  in t errup t  the 
f l ow of the narr a t ive and to conc ent r a t e  in ana l y z ing the 
phenomenon , very much in the way o f  a r e f l e c t ion on p o e t i c  
comp o s i t i on : 
Thi s narr a t ive, my F r i en d! hath ch i e f ly t o l d  
O f  in t e l e c t ua l  power, fo s t e r ing l ove, 
D i s p en s ing truth, an d, over men an d thing s, 
Whe r e  r e a s on ye t mi ght he s i t a t e, d i f fus ing 
P r ophet i c  s ymp a th i e s o f  g en i a l  fa i th : 
S o  was I favour e d - - s uch my happy l o t - ­
Unt i l  that na tur a l  gr a c i ousne s s  o f  mind 
Gave way t o  ove rpr e s s ur e  f r om the t ime s 
And their d i s a s t r o u s  i s s ue s . 
(XI I 44 -52) 
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The " p l o t - s ummary " i s  r e c ur r ent ly u s e d  a s  a devi c e  that 
he lp s the p o e t  r e c apt ur e  the imagin a t ive p owe r s . In the s ame 
way, the d i s cu s s i on o f  h i s wo r t h  as a p o e t  event ua l ly br ing s 
fo r th the b e s t  in h im . Th i s  µr o c e s s i s  p ar t i cu l ar l y  app arent 
in book twelfth " Ima g in a t i on and T a s t e, How Imp a i r e d  and 
Re s t o re d " : the dep r e s s i on and l ack o f  c on f i d enc e that ove r c ome 
the p o e t  t r i gger a s t r in g  o f  r emini s c enc e s  whi ch, in turn, 
p rovoke a who l e  r e f l e c t ion up on human n a t ur e  an d the p o e t ' s  
hop e s  fo r the futur e . One o f  Wor d swor th ' s  mo s t  int er e s t ing 
phi l o s oph i c a l  digr e s s ions i s  c on t a in e d  b e twe en l ine s f or t y - f our 
and one hundr e d  and f i f t y  one o f  thi s b o ok . They ar e a 
p r o du c t  o f  the " s tr an ge p a s s i o n "  t h a t  overwhe lms h im, no t o f  
a mind in tune wi th the who l e . 
P ar a l l e l  t o  the p r o c e s s o f  deve l opmen t and imp a i rment 
and r e s toration�- o f  the p o e t ' s  imag ina t i on i s  the s h i f t  f r om 
p o e t i c  l anguage t o  r e f e r en t i a l  l anguage, b a ck t o  p o e t i c  l anguage . 
When " the s p on t aneous ove r f low" o f  ide a s  s t op s, s o  do e s  the 
p o e t i c  l anguage . When the p o e t  s t rug g l e s  a g a in s t  the l ack 
o f in sp i r a t ion, the l anguag e  o f  t he p o em b e c ome s a me t a l anguage, 
in an e f fo r t  t o  s or t  out the p r ob l em ( on c e  the p o e t  over c ome s 
the c r i s i s, the l anguag e  b e c ome s ,  aga in, p o e t i c ) . The l ack o f  
c onf i denc e on the p ar t  o f  the p o e t  'is c l e ar ly r e f l e c t e d  in 
the b o dy o f  the p o em in l ine s l ike the fo l l owing : 
. . .  for e i ther s t i l l  I f ind 
S ome imp er f e c t i on on the cho s en theme , 
Or s ee o f  ab s o lut e a c c omp l i s hment 
Much wan t ing , so much want ing , in my s e l f  
Tha t  I r e c o i l  and dro op , and s e ek r ep o s e  
In l i s t l e s sne s s  f rom va in p e rp l ex i t y , 
Unp ro f i t ab ly t r ave l l ing towar d the gr ave . . .  
( I  26 1- 6 9 )  
. . .  from t h i s awful hur then I fu l l  s o on 
T ake r e fuge and b e gui l e  my s e l f  w i t h  trus t 
Tha t  me l l ower y e ar s wi l l  br ing a r ip er mind 
And c l earer in s i gh t . 
( I  234 - 37) 
S t i l l , we have t o  acknow l edge that l ine s l ike the s e  b e l ong 
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in a p o em ab out a p o e t ' s  l i f e . Af t e r a l l , p o e t i c  c omp o s i t ion 
and r e f l e c t ions on p o e t ry are a maj or p ar t  of a p o e t ' s l i f e - -
the p o e t  i s  s imp ly t e l l ing y e t  ano ther chap t e r  o f  hi s l i f e  
by wr i t ing a p o eti c s ; furthermo r e , i t  h a s  a " r eviving " e f f e c t  on 
the p o e t ' s  mind : 
One end a t  l e a s t  h a s  b e en a t t a ined; my mind 
Hath b e en r ev ive d , and i f  t h i s g en i a l  mo o d  
D e s er t s m e  no t , for thwi th s ha l l  b e  brought down 
Through l a t er y e a r s  the s t ory o f  my l i f e . 
The r o a d  l i e s  p l a in b e fo r e  me; - - ' t i s  a theme 
Sing l e  an d o f  de t ermin e d  boun d s ;  an d henc e 
I cho s e  rather a t  thi s t ime , than work 
O f  amp l er or mo r e  var i e d  ar gument , 
Wher e  I migh t  b e  d i s c omf i t e d  and l o s t :  
( I  6 36 - 4 4 )  
He actua l ly g o e s on p er forming h i s  t a s k  (wr i t ing the p o em )  
and a t  the s ame t ime ove r c ome s the b l o ck tha t w a s  p r event ing 
h im from c omp o s ing - - " [ hi s ] mind ha s b e en r evived . "  By r e f l e c t ing 
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up on the na ture o f  the Po em he i s  wr i t ing in wr i t ing i t , ( i . e . , 
by sh i f t ing t o  a me t a l anguage ) Wo r d swo rth i s  ab l e  t o  c l ar i fy 
wha t  h i s  r e a l  in t e n t i ons are - - he f inds h i s  p l a c e  both ins ide 
and out s i de the po em . 
B e c aus e the prob l em o f  in s p i r a t i on i s  a c on s t ant in The 
P r e lude , the on ly way in whi ch the p o e t  c an ove r c ome the " im-
p a i rmen t "  of imag ina t i on is by over and over a g a in wr i t ing 
ab out i t : 
. . .  i f  my mind 
Rememb e r ing the bo l d  p r omi s e  o f  the p a s t , 
Wou l d  g l adly grapp l e  w i t h  s ome nob l e  theme , 
Vain i s  her wi s h ; whe r e ' er s h e  t urn s she f ind s 
Imp e diment s from day t o  day r en ewe d . 
( I  1 27- 3 1 ) 
The p o e t  hims e l f  draws the p ar a l l e l  b e twe en the d i f f i c u l t  
moment s i n  t h e  wr i t ing p r o c e s s  ( the l ack o f  in s p irat i on )  and 
the p o in t s a t  whi ch The P r e lude i s  c l o s er t o  a p o e t i c s . 
He ta c i t ly a dmi t s  tha t the s t ruc t ur e  o f  t h e  p o em i s  a r e s u l t  
o f  t h e  b a l an c e  be twe en t h e  po e t  and t h e  man , p o e t i c  l anguage 
and r e f e r en t i a l  l anguag e .  Indeed , in the p o em a s  a who l e , 
s uch d i s t in c t ions fade . The di f f er en t  mode s work s o c l o s e l y  
t og e ther that a c on s c i ou s  e f f o r t  i s  r e qu i r ed t o  s ep arat e them 
and ana l yze them indep enden t ly .  In f a c t , my p o int i s  that we 
shoul d  p er form thi s s ep ar a t i on only to r e a l ize that the ne ed 
to do i t  is min imum and prov i d es a somewha t  r e duc t ive sense 
o f  the p o em .  To t r a c e  the s ever a l  p a t t e rn s  o f  Th e Pre lude 
s houl d s imp ly show that they are harmonious ly in t er - re l a t ed and 
depend upon one ano ther t o  a:tta�n _full s i gn i f i c anc e . 
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IV 
1 - The Text o f  The Pre lude As I t s  Own Cr i t i c a l  Ana l y s i s  
Book fi r s t  o f  Th e P r e lude i s  p e rhap s wh ere i t  i s  e a s i e s t  
t o  d e t e rmine the p o e t ' s  c r i t i c a l  an a ly s i s  o f  h i s p o em .  Wh i l e  
r e f l e c t ing upon p o e t i c  c omp o s i t i on and a t t emp t ing t o  choo s e  a 
th eme, the p o e t  make s a va l ue j udgment o f  what h e  p r op o s e s  t o  
p e r fo rm .  A cri t i c a l  ana ly s i s  o f  a t ext very o ft en en t a i l s  a 
va lue j udgment . Al though t h i s j udgment s ho u l d  b e  but a p ar t  
o f  the c r i t i c a l  p r o c e s s, i t  very o f t en b e c ome s t h e  s t ar t ing 
poin t for a mor e profound s t udy o f  the t ext . When Wor d swor th 
con c en t r a t e s  on cri t i c i z ing the poem, one o f  the f ir s t  s t ep s 
h e  t ake s i s  t o  e s t ab l i s h  i t s  " q ua l i t y . "  I f  we l ook a t  s ome 
of the l in e s  of the op en ing book we r e a l i z e  how Wor d swor th we ighs 
the d i f feren t  s ubje c t s and forms b e for e he c hoo s e s  the s ui t ab l e  
on e s : 
Thu s f ar, 0 Fri end! d i d  I,  not u s e d  t o  make 
A p r e s ent j oy the mat t e r  o f  a s ong, 
Pour for th that day my s ou l  in me a s ur e d  s t r a in s  
That woul d  not b e  forgot t en and a r e  here 
Re cor de d : t o  the op en f i e l d s  I t o l d  
Prophecy : poe t i c  numb e r s  c ame . 
Spon t aneous ly t o  c lothe in p riestly �obe 
A r enovate d sp i r i t  s in g l e d  out, 
Such hop e was mine, for holy s e rvi c e s .  
(I 46 - 5 4 )  
The p o e t  no t i c e s  he ha s s t ar t e d  t o  wr i t e  a b o u t  " a  p r e s ent j oy "  
and acknowl e dge s tha t b e c aus e he was not u s e d  to doing i t  he 
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" p our e d  f o r t h  [hi s ]  s oul in me a s ure d s t r a ins . "  He cont inue s 
t o  ana lyz e wha t  i s  t aking p l a c e  ins i d e  him and i t s  c on s e quenc e s  
for the making o f  the p o em: 
. . .  a h i gher p ower 
Than F ancy g ave a s sur an c e  o f  s ome wo rk 
Of g l o ry there f o r t hwith to be b egun 
P erh ap s t o o  there p e r forme d . 
( I  77- 80 )  
H e  make s a c r i t i c a l  j udgment o f  t h e  po em h e  i s  go ing t o  wr i t e  
de c l ar ing tha t  i t  i s  no t go ing t o  b e  a p r o duc t o f  F ancy - -we 
know , o f  c our s e , that Wo r d swor t h  me an s  it i s  g o ing to be a 
p r o duc t o f  Imag ina t ion , " s ome wo rk / o f  g l o ry . " 
But i f  the p o em i s  t o  b e  a "work o f  g lo ry , "  a p r o duc t o f  
Imag ina t ion r a ther than a p r o duc t o f  F ancy , the theme t o  b e  
cho s en h a s  t o  s t and up t o  i t . A s  a c on s equenc e , the p o e t  h a s  
t o  de t e rmine whic h o f  t h e  s ever a l  he f e e l s  l ik e  t aking up i s  
wor t hy . T h e  s t ep s  o f  thi s cho i c e  are thoroughl y  d i s cus s e d  in 
the p o em :  
. . . e i ther t o  l ay up 
N ew s t o r e s , o r  r e s cue from de c ay the o l d  
B y  t ime l y  in t e r f er enc e :  and therew i t h  
C ame hop e s  s t i l l  h i gher , t h a t  w i t h  outward l i f e  
I mi ght endue s ome a iry phan t a s i e s  
Tha t  had b e en f l o a t ing l o o s e  abo ut for y e ar s , 
And t o  s uch b e in g s  t emp er a t e ly d e a l  forth 
Th e ma in f e e l ing s that oppr e s s e d my heart . 
( I  116 - 23 )  
A t  f ir s t , s ev er a l  theme s s e emed app rop r i at e :  t o  c r ea t e  s ome 
t o t a l ly new s tory , to r emind the r e ader s o f  s ome o l d  and 
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forgo t t en on e , o r  even t o  g ive form to a fan t a s y  l ong he l d , 
hop ing t o  b e  ab l e  t o , thro ugh them , exp r e s s  h i s  mo s t  p r o found 
f e e l ing s . But the f ina l de c i s i on is that non e of the s e  i d e a s  
i s  app r op r i a t e  f o r  t h e  kind o f  p o em Word swor th has i n  min d - -
they don ' t even t ake c omnl e t e  form : 
That hop e  hath b e en d i s cour ag e d , we l c ome l i gh t  
D awn s from e a s t , b u t  dawn s to di s ap p e ar 
And mo ck me w i t h  a s ky that r i p en s  no t 
Int o  a s t e ady morn ing : i f  my mind , 
Rememb er ing the b o l d  promi s e  o f  the p a s t , 
Wou l d  g l ad l y  gr app l e  w i t h  s ome nob l e  theme , 
Vain i s  her wi s h; whe r e ' er s he turn s she f in d s  
Imp e d iment s from d a y  t o  day r enewe d .  
( I  1 2 4 - 32 )  
The d i s ap p o in tmen t the p o e t  f e e l s  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in the n ext 
l in e s , when h e  is dr iven t o  ana l y z e  his own p ower s , g iving 
the r e ader a c l e ar v i ew o f  them: 
When , a s  b e c ome s a man who wou l d  p r ep ar e  
For s u c h  a n  ar duous work , I through my s e l f  
Make r i gorous inqui s i t i on� , the r ep o r t  
I s  o f t en che er ing; f o r  I ne i t her s e em 
To l a c k  that fir s t  g r e a t  g i f t , the v i t a l  s o ul , 
Nor g en e r a l  t ruth s , wh i ch are thems e lve s a s o r t  
O f  e l emen t s  an d Agent s ,  Under - power s ,  
Sub o r d ina t e  h e l p e r s  o f  the l iv ing mind : 
Nor am I n ak e d  o f  ext e rn a l  thing s , 
Forms , image s , nor numerous o ther a i d s  
O f  l e s s r e gard , t hough won p erhap s w i th t o i l  
And n e e d ful t o  bui l d  up a P o e t ' s  p r a i s e . 
( I  1 4 6 - 54 ) 
In the s e  l in e s  we undoub t e d l y  f ind p o in t s  o f  c onne c t i on with 
famous theor e t i c a l  t ext s s uch a s  Ar i s t o t l e ' s  P o e t i c s , Ho r a c e ' s  
Ar s P o e t i c a , and P o p e ' s  E s s ay on C r i t i c i sm .  L ike the s e  t ext s , 
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The Pre lude in g en e r a l  and the l in e s  quo t e d  above in part i c u -
l ar ar e the de s c r ip t i on o f  a t h e o r y  o f  p o e t ry , a r e f l e c t ion 
on p o e t i c  comp o s i t i on .  But there i s  a r e l evant diffe r en c e  be twe en 
them and The P r e lude : tho s e  t ext s wer e s imply c on c e ive d a s  
theor e t i c a l  t ext s whe r e a s  The P r e lude wa s no t . In the t ext o f  
the p o em Wor d swo r th l i s t s  the e l emen t s  h e  b e l i ev e s have t o  
exi s t  i n  any p o em de s e rving t h a t  n ame , and what he b e l i eve s 
ar e the qua l i t i e s  r e qui r e d  o f  a g o o d  p o e t ;  a t  the s ame t ime , he 
is wr i t ing the p o em and put t ing into p r a c t i c e  wha t  he theor i z e s . 
Th e l i s t ing o f  requir ement s  c o ntinue s un t i l  l ine two hundr e d  
an d s ixty e i gh t , i n  a p ar a l l e l  b e tw e en t h e  s ever a l  theme s 
p o s s ib l e  ( and t h e i r  wor th ) and the p o e t ' s  c ap a c i t i e s : 
. . .  for e i ther s t i l l  I f ind 
S ome imp e r f e c t i on in the cho s en theme , 
Or s e e  o f  ab s o lut e a c c omp l i s hmen t 
Much wan t ing , s o  much want ing in my s e l f , 
Tha t  I r e c o i l  and dro op , and s e ek r ep o s e  
In l i s t l e s sn e s s  from vain p e rp l ex i t y , 
Unp ro f i t ab l y  t r av e l ing t oward the gr ave , 
L ike a f a l s e  s t eward who hath much r e c e iv e d  
An d r en de r s  n o t h ing b a c k . 
( I  26 0 - 6 8 )  
Af t e r  t h i s c r i t i c a l  and theo r e t i c a l  r e f l e c t i on up on the p o em- -
a f t e r  s t a t ing wha t  he wan t s  i t  t o  b e  and what he th inks i s  
nece s s ary t o  make i t  b e  s o - - the p o e t  make s the tran s i t i on t o  
the " t heme " cho s en , a lmo s t  unawar e y e t  tha t , in f a c t , a theme 
ha s b e en cho s en : 
Wa s i t  for thi s 
Tha t  one , the f a i r e s t  o f  a l l  r iver s , l ove d 
To b l end h i £  murmur s wi th my nur s e ' s  s ong , 
And from h i s  a l der s hade s an d r o cky f a l l s  
And from h i s f o r d s  and s ha l l ows , s ent a vo i c e  
Tha t  f l owe d a l ong my dr e ams ? 
( I  26 9 - 74 ) 
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The p o e t  i s  very anxious ab out whe ther hi s p owe r s  s t and up t o  
wha t  they s ho u l d  b e . H e  exp l a in s  how n atur e  ha s , s in c e  he 
was a l i t t l e b o y , in f luen c e d  him in s ome sp e c i a l  way s , and 
l o oks b a ck t o  h i s  p a s t  t o  make a qui ck r e t r o sp e c i tve o f  the 
r ea s on s  why he shou l d  be a g r e a t  p o e t : 
Ye p r e s enc e s  o f  N a t ur e  in the sky 
And on the e a r t h ! Ye v i s ions o f  the hi l l s ! 
An d s ou l s  o f  l one ly p l ac e s ! c an I think 
A vul gar hop e  wa s your s when ye emp l o y e d  
S u c h  min i s try , when through many a y e ar 
Hun t ing me thus among my b o y i s h  s p o r t s , 
On c ave s an d t r e e s , up on the wo o d s  and h i l l s , 
Imp r e s s e d  up on a l l  form s  the char a c t er s  
O f  danger o f  d e s i r e ;  and t hus d i d  make 
The s ur f a c e  o f  the univer s a l e ar t h  
Wi t h  t r iumph and de l i ght , wi th hop e and fear , 
Work l ike a s e a ?  
( I  4 6 4 - 75 )  
The in f luen c e  o f  natur e  ha s p r ovi d e d  the p o e t  w i th s uch ima -
g ina t iv e  p ower s and r e l evan t in s i gh t s  that he b e l i eve s much 
shou l d  be exp e c t e d  of h im- - N a t ur e ' s  hop e c oul d no t have b e en 
" vu l g a r "  when , in the pa s t , she exer t e d  s uch p ower ful imp r e s -
s i on s  on h im . 
The end ing o f  b ook f ir s t  i s  ye t ano ther cr i t i c a l  r e f l e c t i on 
on the wo rk and an eva l ua t ion o f  the cho s en theme , as we l l  a s  
o f  the c r e a t ive p ower s  r e qu i r e d  t o  a c c omp l i s h  the wr i t ing o f  
t h e  p o em :  
On e en d at  l e a s t  hath be en a t t a ine d ; my min d 
Ha t h  b e en r evive d, an d i f  thi s g en i a l  mood 
De s e r t  me not, for thwith sha l l  be b rough t down 
Through l a t e r ye ar s the s tory of my l i f e . 
The roa d l i e s  p l a in b e fore me ; - - ' ti s  a theme 
S ing l e  and of de t e rmined bounds ; and hen c e  
I cho s e i t  r a ther a t  th i s  time, t h an work 
O f  amp l e r  o r  more var i e d  argumen t ,  
Wh e r e  I m i ght b e  di s c omfit e d  an d l o s t : 
An d c er t a in hop e s  a r e  wi th me, t h a t  t o  the e 
Thi s  l abour wi l l  b e  we l c ome, hon o ur e d  F r i end ! 
( I  6 3 6 - 46) 
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Al though i t  i s  in B o ok Fir s t  that Wor d swor th ' s  c r i t i c a l  
and theor e t i c a l  r e f l e c t i on s  a r e  c on c ent r a t e d, i t  i s  s til l 
p o s s ib l e  t o  f ind them a l l  over the p o em .  In book t h i r d, for 
examp l e, the p o e t  int errup t s  the narrat ive o f  h i s  exp e r i en c e s  
a t  Camb r i dg e  t o  s h a r e  s ome c r i tic a l  though t s  wit h  Col er i dge : 
And h e r e, 0 F r i en d ! have I r e t r a c e d  my life : 
O f  g enius , power, 
Cr e a t ion and divin i ty i t s e l f  
I h ave b e en s p e ak ing, for my theme ha s b e en 
What p a s s e d  wi thin me 
0 He aven s ! how awful i s  the might of s oul s , 
And wha t  t h ey do wi thin thems e lve s ,  t h e  wor l d  
No t h in g  b u t  a f i e l d  where they were s own, 
Thi s  i s, in truth, hero i c  argument, 
Th i s  g enuine prowe s s , wh ich I wi s h e d  t o  t ouch 
W i t h  h and howeve r  we ak, but in the main 
It l i e s  f ar hi dden from the r e ach of wor d s . 
( I I I  1 70 , 1 73 - 76 , 1 8 0 - 8 6)  
In t he s e  l in e s  we c an de t e c t  the s e e ds  of s ever a l  theor e t ic a l  
a s s umpt ion s . What s hou l d  b e  con s i dered h e ro i c  ar gumen t i s  here 
we l l  s p e c i f i e d - - man ' s s ou l  exp l o r e d  by a p o e t  o f  g enius r e s ul t s  
in a work about " c r e a t ion and div in i ty i t s e l f, " mor e than f i t  
t o  have c on f e r r e d  unon i t  the n Hme o f  "heroic . "  
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Th e p rob l em o f  meaning i s  a l s o  addr e s s e d - - " g enuine prowe s s  . . .  
l i e s  f ar h i d d en from the r e ach o f  wo r d s , " the p o e t t e l l s  us ; i t  
i s , the r e fore , hard o r  even imp o s s ib l e , the wo rk that awa i t s 
the p o e t : t o  p ut in t o  wo r d s  me anin g s  that h e  intui t s  r ather 
than "verb a l ly know s . " Shor t ly a ft er the s e  l ine s , the p o e t  
s p e ak s  o f  the " in c ommun i c ab l e  p owe r s , "  an i d e a  that c an b e  
t i e d  up wi th t h e  prob l em a d dr e s s e d b e fo r e  (wo r d s  and the ir me an -
ing) . I f  wor d s  are inadequa t e  to c onvey the me aning s the p o e t  
wi s he s c onveye d ,  then h i s  p o e try b e c ome s an a t t emp t t o  t r an smi t 
" in c ommun i c ab l e  p ower s "  and the p o em app e ar s  a s  the p r o duc t 
o f  an only h a l f suc c e s s fu l  a t t emp t . 
At t ime s , the p aus e s  in the narr a t ive for the p urp o s e  
o f  makin g a c r i t i c a l  an al y s i s  are ext r eme l y  b r ie f ; s t i l l , they 
r emind us that the p o e t  is makin g an exp l i c i t  eva luat i on o f  
hi s wo rk : "My dr i f t  I f e ar / I s  s c ar c e ly obvious . . . " ( V  29 4 - 95 ) ; 
"And , through the turn in g s  in tr i c a t e  o f  ver s e , / P r e s en t  them-
s e lve s a s  obj e c t s r e c o gn i z e d , / In f l a sh e s , and wi th g l ory no t 
t h e i r  own . "  ( V  6 0 3 - 0 6 ) ; "but r e t urn we t o  our cour s e "  ( XI 258 ) .  
In c l o s ing b o o k  f ive , Wor d swo r t h  sums up what h i s p o em has done 
so far , how it has worke d , and wha t  ha s no t b e en p er formed y e t : 
Thu s far a s c an t y  r e c o r d  i s  d e duc e d  
O f  what I owe d  t o  b o o k s  i n  e a r l y  l i f e ; 
Th e i r  l a t er inf luen c e  y e t  r emain s unt o l d; 
But a s  t h i s  work wa s t aking in my mind 
P r op o r t i on s  that s e emed l arger than had f i r s t  
B e en me d i t a t e d , I w a s  ind i s p o s e d  
T o  any further progre s s  a t  a t ime 
When t he s e  acknow l e dgmen t s  wer e l e f t  unp a i d . 
( V  6 0 7 - 1 4 )  
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Book s even , " Re s i d enc e in London , "  s t ar t s  with yet ano ther 
o f the s e  s ummar i e s  that , a s  u s ua l , leads up t o  a c r i t i c a l  eva l -
uat i on o f  the t ext an d o f  the p r o c e s s o f  c omp o s i t i on : 
S ix change ful y e ar s  h ave van i s he d  s in c e  I f ir s t  
Pour e d  out ( s a l ut e d  b y  that qui cken ing b r e e z e  
Wh i ch m e t  m e  i s s uing from the C i ty ' s wa l l s ) 
A g l ad p r e amb l e  to thi s ver s e : I s ang 
Of short - l ive d t r an s p o r t , l ike a t o r r en t  bur s t ing , 
From a b l ack thunder - c l oud , down S ca f f e l l ' s  s i de 
To rush and d i s ap p e ar . But s o on broke forth 
( S o wi l l e d the Mus e )  a l e s s  imp e tuous s t r e am 
Tha t  f l ow e d  awh i l e  wi th un ab a t ing s t rength , 
B e fo r e  l a s t  p r imr o s e - t ime . B e l ov e d  Fr i end ! 
The a s s ur an c e  whi ch then che e r e d  s ome he avy though t s  
O n  thy dep ar t ure t o  a for e i gn l an d  
Has f a i l e d ; t o o  s l owly mov e s  t h e  p r omi s e d  work . 
( V I I  1- 15 )  
The p o e t  admi t s  that the Mu s e  l e ft him for s ix y e ar s . 
At the t ime he s t ar t e d  wr i t ing the p o em ,  h i s  c r e a t ive p owe r s  
w e r e  acut e but they s o on f a de d , l e av ing t h e  p o e t  c l o s e  t o  
d e s p a ir - - fo r  s ix ye ar s  the p o em w a s  l e f t  h a l f  c omp l e t e d  and 
the p o e t  s e ems t o  f e e l  unab l e  t o  f in i s h  the t a s k . Int er e s t ing ly 
enough ( an d  as I h ave a lr e a dy ment ioned ) ,  a l l  the p o e t  n e e d s  
t o  g e t  s t ar t e d  a g a in i s  the ana l y s i s  o f  the p r o b l ems he f ac e s  
when c omp o s in g . On c e  he ha s wr i t t en f i f t e en l in e s  r e f l e c t ing 
on them and eva luat ing the s i t ua t i on , he natur a l ly make s the 
t r an s i t ion and t he p o em app e ar s  t o  f l ow e a s i ly from hi s mind . 
The p o e t  i s , neve r the l e s s , s e l f - c on s c ious ab out hi s work , 
even a t  tho s e  momen t s  when i t  woul d s e em a l l  he i s  do ing i s  t o  
r e c o r d  p a s t  exp e r i enc e s . A f t e r  c omment ing o n  c i ty l i f e , for 
examp l e , h e  s h i f t s t o  a r e f l e c t i on on l anguag e :  " O  wondrous 
p ower of wo r d s , by s imp l e f a i t h / L i c en s e d  t o  t ake the me an ing s 
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t h a t  we l ove! " ( V I I  1 1 9 - 2 0) If he had p r ev i o u s ly s a i d  that 
wor d s  c anno t convey " th e "  meaning, he now advanc e s  t h a t  they 
c an . S t i l l, he do e s  no t s ay that thi s me an ing i s  un iver s a l . 
Inde e d, the s e  l in e s  s ugge s t  that p e r s on a l  in t e rp re t a t i on i s  
the only me anin g we c an g e t  out o f  wo r d s  ( i . e . , wor d s  c an me an 
wh at we wi s h  them t o  mean- - they vir tual ly c on t a in a p l ur a l i ty 
o f  mean ing s ,  and there fore they have t o  r e l y  on the s p e aker 
to a s s i gn a s in g l e  me aning . 
In an e ar l i e r chap t er, I had men t i one d that one o f  the 
p o e t ' s  ma in conc e rn s  was t o  j us t i fy the cho i c e  o f  h i s theme 
and a t  the s ame t ime to e duc a t e  the aud ienc e ' s  t a s t e, t o  prep ar e  
i t  t o  un de r s t and and t o  love hi s p o e t ry . H e  p er forme d thi s  
very o f t en, p r e c i s e ly by mean s o f  c r i t i c a l  int errup t i on s  in the 
narr a t ion . S ome o f  the s e  int e rrup t i on s  s e em t o  h ave an apo l o -
g e t i c  t one, but they are ac tual ly a r e s u l t  o f  the p o e t ' s  b e l i e f  
i n  h i s c ap ac i ty f o r  j udg ing hi s p o e t ry : 
The ma t t er that de t a ins us now may s e em, 
To many, n e i ther d i gni f i e d  enough 
Nor ar duous, yet wi l l  no t be s co rn e d  by them 
Who, l o oking inward, have ob s erv e d  the t i e s  
Tha t  b ind the p er i s hab l e  hour s o f  l i f e  
E a c h  t o  t h e  o ther and t h e  cur io u s  p rop s 
By wh ich the wor l d  o f  memo ry an d t hought 
Exi s t s  an d i s  sus t a ine d . Mor e  l o f ty theme s ,  
Such a s  a t  l e a s t d o  wear a p roud e r  f a c e, 
S o l i c i t  our regard ; but when I t h ink 
Of t he s e, I f e e l  the imagin a t ive p ower 
L angu i s h  wi thin me ; 
( V I I  45 8 - 6 9 ) 
He an t i c ip a t e s  the p o s s ib l e  cr i t i c i sm o f  h i s aud i en c e and sub t ly 
warn s i t  that only t ho s e  who are unawar e o f  c er t a in a s p e c t s  o f  
38 
the mind wi l l  f ind f au l t  wi th the theme . "Mo r e  l o f t y  theme s "  
caus e " ( hi s ] ima g in a t ive p ower "  t o  " l angui s h " - - a s he s t a t e s  in 
the P r e f ac e , " the human mind i s  c ap ab l e  o f  b e ing exc i t e d wi thout 
the ap p l i c at ion o f  gro s s  an d v i o l ent s t imul ant s ;  and he mus t 
have a very faint p e r c e p t ion o f  i t s  b e auty and d igni t y  who 
do e s  no t know thi s , and who do e s  n o t  fur ther know , that one 
b e ing i s  e l eva t e d  above ano ther in p r op o r t ion as he p o s s e s s e s  
thi s c ap ab i l i ty . "  O r  " I  have wi s h e d  t o  keep the r e ader in 
the comp any o f  f l e s h and b l o o d , p e r s ua d e d  that by do ing s o  I 
s ha l l  int e re s t  h im . " 
With t he s e  wor d s  the p o e t  cr i t i c i z e s  b o th the wr i t er s  
w:b.o� '. us e "vio l ent s t imul ant s "  t o  ob t a in the r eader ' s  a t t ent ion 
and the r e ader who enj oy s works who s e  a im is s imp ly to exc i t e  
b a s i c  in s t inc t s . By t h i s  he do e s  no t me an that he want s t o  
s p e ak ab out t o o  s imp l e  a s ub j e c t , b u t  t h a t  s imp l e  thing s may 
l e ad t o  the h i gher va lue s he wi s h e s  t o  exa l t  and are , ther e -
f o r e , wor th exp l o r ing . When , in b ook e i ght , h e  eng ag e s  in a 
de s c r ip t i on o f  h i s " de ar n a t ive Reg i on "  and o f  the f e e l ings 
tha t l ink h im t o  i t , h e  s o on r e - d i r e c t s  the c o ur s e  of the 
p o em :  " Enough o f  humb l er ar gument s ; r e c a l l /My S ong ! tho s e  high 
emo t i on s whi ch thy vo i c e / H a s  h er e t o fo r e  ma de known ; "  ( VI I I  476 -
78 ) Wheneve r  he f e e l s  that the aud i enc e may b e  que s t ioning 
the dir e c t ion the p o em i s  t aking , the p o e t  s p e ak s  up in an a t ­
t emp t t o  exp l a in that h e  i s  no t chang ing t h e  d ir e c t i on , only 
t aking a " s inuou s  way " : 
Nor s ha l l  we no t b e  t en d ing t owar d s  that p o int 
O f  s ound human i t y  to whi ch our T a l e  
Le a d s , though by s inuou s way s , i f  h e r e  I show 
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How F ancy , in a s e a s on when she wove 
Tho s e  s l en der cho r d s , to gui de the uncons c i ous Boy 
For the Man ' s s ake , c ou l d  f e e d  a t  Nature ' s  c a l l  
S ome p ens ive mus ing s wh i c h  might we l l  b e s e em 
Ma tur e r  y e a r s . 
( V I I I  4 5 1 - 5 8 )  
Book four t e en , the l a s t  b o ok o f  the p o em ,  i s  p erme a t e d  
by eva luat ion s o f  t h e  theme and o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  p er forman c e - -
h i s p owe r s  have b e en demon s t r a t e d  and he wan t s t o  b e  the one 
to we i gh them : " Imag ina t ion having b e en our theme , / S o  a l s o  
hath tha t int e l e c tu a l  l ov e , / F o r  they are each in e a ch . . .  " ( XIV 
20 6 - 0 8 ) ;  " I t wi l l  be known , by thee at l ea s t my Fr i end ! / F e l t , 
that t h e  hi s t ory o f  a Po e t ' s mind / I s  l ab our no t unwor thy o f  
r e g ar d : / To thee the wo rk s ha l l  j us t i fy i t s e l f "  ( X IV 4 1 3 - 1 6 ) :  
And now , 0 F r i end ! thi s hi s t o ry i s  b rought 
To i t s  app o in t e d  c l o s e : the d i s c ip l in e  
And cons umma t ion o f  a P o e t ' s mind , 
In everything that s t o o d  mo s t  p rominen t , 
Have f a i th ful ly b e en p i c tur e d ;  we have r e a ch e d  
T h e  t ime ( our gui d ing obj e c t  from the f i r s t )  
When we may , no t p r e s ump tuous ly , I hop e , 
S upp o s e  my p ower s s o  f ar c on f i rme d , and s uch 
My knowl e d g e , as to make me c ap ab l e  
O f bui l ding up a work that s ha l l en dur e . 
( X IV 302- 1 1 ) 
The s e  l ine s may s o und ex t r emely p r e s ump tuous , but the p o e t ' s  
s t r a t e gy c on s i s t e d o f  an t i c ip a t ing thi s r e ac t i on from hi s 
pub l i c  a s  we l l  a s  on o f f e r ing r e a s on s  why they s hou l d  no t be 
so  c on s i de r e d . Al s o , from thi s evaluat i on the p o e t  ha s no t 
exc lud e d  the we akne s s e s : " Y e t  much hath b e en ornrnit ed , as ne ed 
wa s ; / O f  b o ok s  how much / . . .  N ature ' s  s e condary grac e /Hath hither t o  
b e en b ar e ly t ouched up on , /  . . .  Final ly , and abov e a l l , 0 Fr i end ! 
( I  s p e ak /Wi th due r e gr e t ) how much i s  ove r l o ok e d / In human 
natur e  and her s ub t l e  way s " ( X IV 3 12 - 1 3, 3 1 5 - 1 6 , 3 2 1 - 2 3 ) . 
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By the end of the poem , the r e a d e r  is l e f t  w i th a c omp l e t e  
i de a  o f  wha t  t h e  p o e t  wan t e d  hi s work t o  b e , wha t  t h e  p o e t  
b e l i eve s ha s b e en achieve d b y  hi s p o em , and how t h e  p o e t  wan t s  
i t  t o  b e  t aken by the aud i en c e . In The P r e lude , the author ' s  
c on c ep t s  o f  p o e t i c  c omp o s i t i on and l anguag e fun c t ion ar e a l s o  
very c l e a r l y  exp r e s s e d ;  the comb ina t i on o f  t he s e  e l emen t s make s 
i t  a new and dar ing p o em .  
I f  it i s  true that o ther p o e t s  h ave wr i t t en p o em s  about l anguage 
and about p o e t ry i t s e l f , us ing s ev e r a l  me t ap ho r s  to do i t . 
C o l e r i d ge ' s  " D e j e c t i on : An Ode " and Kea t s ' s " O d e  t o  a N i ght ingal e ,  
for examp l e , ar e ext en de d me t apho r s  for the p r o c e s s  o f  p o e t i c  
c omp o s i t i on .  L ikewi s e , Wh i tman ' s  "A S ong o f  the Ro l l ing E ar th "  
addr e s s e s  the que s t i on o f  l anguage and mean ing , whi l e  s ev er a l  
o f  Eme r s on ' s  p o ems fo cus on the p o e t . S t i l l , none do e s  wha t  
Wor d swor th do e s  i n  The P r e lude , none c omp o s e s  a p o em c on t a ining 
i t s  own c r i t i c a l  an a ly s i s . 
I t  i s  obvious that the p o e t ' s in t ent ion o f  t r an s forming 
the s imp l e , everyday l anguage o f  c ommon m en int o  l anguage s ui t ­
ab l e  f or  p o e try i s  mo re a the or e t i c a l  s t a t emen t than a p r ac t i c e , 
the s ame c anno t b e  s a i d  about the work he do e s  o f  c omb ining 
p o e t i c  l angua g e  w i t h  the l anguage o f  c r i t i c i sm .  Even though 
he was un s uc c e s s ful in the f ir s t  a t t emp t , the s imp l e  f a c t  that 
he de s i r e d  to do it and b e l i ev e d  it w a s  p o s s ib l e  show s  t h a t  
hi s c on c ep t  o f  t h e  w a y  l anguage works wa s r a ther r evo lut i onary 
for the t im e . 
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2 - P o e t i c  L anguag e  vs . Re f e r ent i a l  L anguage 
In wr i t ing , B arthe s s ay s , the r e  is  a p r e dominanc e  o f  
form ( Wr i t ing D e g r e e  Z ero ) ; ther e fo r e , he ma int ains , a p o e t i c s  
wi l l  b e , o r  coul d b e , de fined a s  a s c ien t i f i c  d i s c ip l ine that 
wi l l  work wi th the forms whi ch ho l d  me an in g s .  I t  i s  the r o l e  
o f  the cr i t i c  t o  r e f l e c t  up on them and t o  d e t e rmine how they 
wo rk to p r o du c e  mean in g . 
In a next imp o r t ant s t ep , B arthe s ana lyz e s  the kind o f  
l anguage us e d  b y  the c r i t i c  in exer c i s ing h i s  a c t ivi t y . 
Trad i t i ona l ly , there h a s  b e en a d i s t in c t i on b e twe en the l anguage 
us e d  in l i t er ary t ext s an d the l anguag e us e d  in de s c r ib ing , 
ana l y z ing , and c omment ing on tho s e  t ext s - - the f i r s t  the s o ­
c a l l e d  " p o e t i c  l anguag e "  and the s e cond " r e f e r en t i a l  l anguag e . " 
B arthe s main t a in s  that in o r der t o  b e  true t o  the l i t er ary 
t ext he i s  de s c r ib ing , the cr i t i c  ha s to r a i s e  the l anguag e 
o f  c r i t i c i sm t o  the l eve l o f  l i t e r a t ur e . C r i t i c i sm b e c ome s 
l i t e r a t ur e  and r e f e r en t i a l  l anguag e fus e s  w i t h  p o e t i c l anguage 
t o  b e c ome a me t a l angua g e  ( C r i t ique et V e r i t e ) .  
In The P r e lude thi s fus ion i s  very c l e ar , a l t hough 
Wor d swo r th s t art s out w i th d i f f e r en t  p r emi s e s : in the P r e f a c e , 
he d i s t inc t ly at t acks wha t  s o  f ar had b e en con s i d e r e d  p o e t i c  
l anguag e .  Hi s maj o r  conc ern i s  t o  e s t ab l i s h the l anguag e s p oken 
by s imp l e men in everyday conver s a t ion a s  the s ui t ab l e  l angua g e  
f or p o e t i c  c omp o s i t i on .  Po e t ry s houl d no t n e e d  the us e o f  
art i f i c i a l  d i s c our s e  t o  b e  e f f e c t ive . 
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The r e  i s  an obvious di f f e renc e b e tw e en B arthe s and 
Wor d swo r t h : Barthe s e l eva t e s  re ferent i a l  l anguage , t r an s forming i t  
in t o  p o e t i c  l an guage , where a s  Wor d swo r t h  i s  making t h e  l anguage 
o f  p o e try " d e s c end , "  t r an s forming it in the l anguage of common 
men . S t i l l , the r e s u l t  i s  the s ame - - th e  f u s i on o f  r e f e r en t i a l  
l anguage and p o e t i c  l angua g e . Cur i ou s ly enough , in wr i t ing Th e 
P r e lude Wo r d swor th c r e a t e d a p o em that r e f l e c t s up on p o e t i c  
comp o s i t i on , ar t i s t i c form , de c orum ,  and l angua ge - - p r ob l ems 
that t r a d i t iona l ly b e long to the r e a lm o f  l i t e r ary theory 
and c r i t i c i sm- - fus ing the p o e t  and the c r i t i c  in the s ame 
t ext a s  we l l .  The p o em , we find , i s  t hen a me t at ext - - a t ext 
that , as I showe d in the p r evious s e c t i on , cont a in s  i t s  own 
c r i t i c a l  ana l y s i s , r e f l e c t s  up on i t s  s truc t ur e , an d e quat e s  
i t s r e l a t i on s h ip w i t h  o ther t ext s i t  i s  r e s p on d ing t o . In The 
P r e lude , Wor dwor th p er f o rms the t a s k  o f  t h e  p o e t  and the t a sk 
o f  the c r i t i c  s imul t aneous ly , but , mor e  th an s imp ly r e f l e c t ing 
c r i t i c a l ly up on hi s t ext , he i s  r e a l ly advanc ing h i s  own theory 
of p o e t ry : 
Th i s  s p i r i tual Love a c t s  no t nor c an exi s t  
Wi thout Imag ina t i on , whi c h , in t ruth , 
I s  but ano ther name for ab s o lut e p ower 
And c l e ar e r  in s i gh t , amp l i t ud e  o f  mind , 
And Re a s on in her mo s t  exa l t e d  moo d .  
Th i s  f a c u l t y  hath b e en the f e e d ing s our c e  
O f  our l ong l abour : we have t r a c e d  the s t re am 
From the b l ind c avern when c e  i s  f a in t ly h e ar d  
I t s n at a l  murmur ; f o l lowed i t  t o  l i ght 
And op en day ; a c c omp an i e d  i t s  c our s e  
Among the way s o f  Nature , for a t im e  
Lo s t  s i ght o f  i t  b ewi l de r e d  and engul f e d : 
Then g ive i t  gr e e t ings a s  i t  ro s e  onc e  mor e  
I n  s t r eng t h ; r e f l e c t ing from i t s  p l a c i d  b r e a s t  
Th e works o f  man and f a c e  n f  human l i fe ; 
And l a s t ly , from i t s  p r o g r e s s  h av e  we dr awn 
Fa i th in l i f e  endl e s s , the s u s t a in ing t ho ught 
Of human B e ing , E t e rn i ty , and Go d .  
( X I V  1 8 8 - 2 0 5 ) 
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CONCLU S ION 
A f t e r  having made t r a d i t iona l r e a d ing s o f the t e xt and 
demon s t r at e d  that The P r e lude works as an aut obiography , an 
ep i c , and a p o e t i c s , it s e ems l o g i c a l  to a sk wha t  the r e l evan c e  
o f  working under the s e  a s s ump t ion s  wa s . I t  ha s c e r t a in l y  
he lp e d  t o  e s t ab l i s h s eve r a l  d i f f e r enc e s : b e twe en the man , 
the hero , and the p o e t , b e twe en genre s  and mo de s p r e s ent in 
the text ; it h a s  even h e l p e d  to d e t e rmine di f fer enc e s  w i t h in 
l anguage ( p o e t i c  and r e f erent i a l ) .  But t o  s t op here i s  t o  d i s ­
regard the imp l i c a t ion s  o f  the fac t that a l l  t he s e  e l emen t s 
ar e p r e s en t  in the s ame t ext a t  the s ame t ime . To f i t  t ex t s 
in to p aradigms - - o r  t o  d i s c over tha t they don ' t  f i t  them- - i s a 
c omfor t ab l e  s t r at e gy t o  make e a s i e r  the t a s k  o f  int erpr e t ing and 
c l a s s i fy ing them .  But wh i l e  i t  r a i s e s  exp e c t a t ion s  in the 
r e a der , ( the r eader wi l l  exp e c t  to f in d  in the t ext the e l ement s 
that c or r e s p ond t o  i t s  gener i c  c l a s s i f i c a t i on ) i t  c l o s e s  many 
o ther p o s s ib i l i t i e s  b e c aus e n o t hing but a t axonomi c a c t iv i t y  
t ake s p l ac e . 
When we ana lyz e The Pr e lude an d wonder whe ther i t  c an f i t  
a p ar t i cular genr e or mo de , whe the r  the l anguage in the p o em 
f i t s  c e r t a in c a t e go r i e s , t h e  an sw e r  i s  " y e s " s ev e r a l t ime s . 
Indee d , there are no ab s o lut e s  in l i t e rature . S t i l l , j us t  
t o  demon s t r at e  that in The P r e l ude Wo r d swo rth c ons tant ly s ubver t s 
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the norm i s  not s a t i s f a c t ory . I f  me t ho d s  o f  c l a s s i f i c a t ion , 
l ike the theory o f  the genr e s ,  for examp l e , u s e d  t o  b e  the 
mo s t  e c onomi c a l  ( and at the s ame t ime t he mo s t  p r o duc t ive ) 
me tho d s  t o  app ly t o a t ext in order t o  e s t ab l i sh i t s  p l a c e  
in r e l a t ion s h in w i th o t her t ext s , they no l on g e r  app e ar t o  b e  
s o . Such t e chn i que s p r ov i de in forma t i on about the r e l at ion­
ship s b e twe en t ext s , but at  a l eve l far l e s s int e r e s t ing t han 
woul d b e  d e s i r ab l e . 
Gerar d Gene t t e ' s  t he o ry o f  t extua l i t y  s e em s  t o  o f f er a 
b e t t er a l t erna t ive . In " In t r o duc t i on a L ' Ar c hi t ex t " and " P a l imp ­
s e s t e s  ( La L i t t e r a tur e  au s e c ond degr e ) , "  he deve l o p s a the ory 
o f  t extua l i ty wh i ch op en s  the way to a mor e  dynami c app r o a ch t o  
t ex t s - - i t  c on c en t r a t e s  o n  t h e  in t e r a c t ion b e tw e en them . T ext s 
a r e  int eg ra t e d  in the who l e  o f  the l i t e r ar y  c orpus and , ins t ead 
of  s uf f e r ing a s t i f f  c l a s s i f i c a t i on , they undergo a much mo r e  p ro ­
duc t iv e  ana ly s i s : they ar e t r e a t e d  b o th a s  h av ing an i dent i t y  
o f  the ir own and a s  b e in g  a n  a c t ive r e s p on s e  t o  o ther t ext s . 
In s t e ad o f  s ep ar a t ing and c l a s s i fy ing e l emen t s  in the t ext , one 
ana lyz e s  t h em in r e l a t i on s hip t o  the i r  p r e s en c e  in o ther t ext s . 
Within the theory o f  t ex t ua l i ty s ev e r a l  a c t iv i t i e s  s t and out : 
under the no t i on o f  ar chi t extual i ty w e  c an p er f o rm an a c t iv i t y  
s imi l ar t o  t h e  c l a s s i f i c a t i on int o  g enr e s  ( th e  ar chi t ex t  i s  
the t ext that c an b e  s a i d  t o  have s erv e d  a s  t h e  mo d e l  for the 
t ext b e ing s tud i e d - - a r ch i t extua l i t y  imp l i e s  a t axonom i c  ac t iv i t y ) . 
Un d e r  t h e  no t i on o f me t a t e x t ua l i t y  w e  c on f r on t t h e  t ex t  w i th 
i t s me t a t ex t s ( th e  t ex t s that comment on i t , the cr i t i c a l  t ext s 
on that t ext ) . Und e r  the not ion o f  in t e r t e x t u a l i ty the 
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c i t a t i ona l p r o c e s s  i s  ana lyz e d .  Th i s  a c t ivity s t ud i e s  the 
ac tual p r e s en c e  o f  a t ext wi thin ano ther t ext ( the exi s t enc e 
o f  d i r e c t  quo t e s  from ano ther t ex t ) . Wi th the s e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  
( and o th e r s  l e f t  unmen t i one d ) , Gen e t t e  t ake s u s  b eyond a theory 
o f  the g enr e s  t o  a much bro ader theory wh i ch p rovide s enough 
ab s t rac t no t i on s  to enab l e  us to encomp a s s a l l the mo dal i t i e s  
p re s ent in a t ext ( a s we l l  a s  the on e s  that tran s c end the t ext ) 
and t o  under t ake an exhaus t ive ana ly s i s  o f  them . 
I f  we l o ok at The P r e lude in thi s l i gh t , we r e a l i z e  that 
Wor d swor t h  wa s r e a l ly wo rkin g  wi t h  the s e  no t ions , even though 
he had no t exp l i c i t ly formu l a t e d  them . He wa s no t p ut t ing int o  
p r ac t i c e  t h e  ne o - c l a s s i c a l  no t i on s he c l a ime d t o  ac c ep t  b e c ause 
they were n o t  f l ex ib l e  enough t o  enc omp a s s a wo rk a s  The P r e lude - ­
in a way h e  h a d  t o  c r e a t e  h i s  own theory o f  p o e try . As has 
a l r e a dy b e en men t ione d , his theo r e t i c a l  b e l i e f s  are e s n e c i a l ly 
c l e ar in the P r e f a c e  and in The P r e lude ., I ' ve s hown b e fo r e  
how s ev e r a l  o f  t h e  theo r i e s  p ut fo rwar d i n  the P r e f  ac e ar e a c t ua l l y 
p ut int o p ra c t i c e in the t ext o f  Th e P r e lude , but one e l ement 
o f  the p o em had n o t  b e en an t i c ip at e d  in the e s s ay - - the exi s t en c e  
o f  a c r i t i c a l  ana ly s i s  o f  the p o em w i t h in the p o em .  Th i s  work s 
a s  a s ubver s ion o f  wha t  s o  far con s t i t ut e d  the norm , s in c e  s o  
f ar the d i s t inc t i on s  b e tw e en wha t  shoul d b e  the s ub j e c t  o f  
p o e try and what should b e  the s ub j e c t  o f  p ro s e  wer e  qui t e  r i g i d . 
In Th e P r e lude Wo r d swo r t h  wa s in f a c t  p r e d i c t ing s ome thing that 
is now p e r f e c t ly a c c ep t ab l e , p ar t  of the norm- - the fading o f  
the d i s t in c t i on s  b e tween p r o s e  an d p o e try ( a s f ar a s  the ir p ur ­
p o s e s  and typ e s  o f  l anguage a r e  concern e d ) .  
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Ro l and Barth e s , in L a  L e con , a lmo s t  i d ent i f i e s  " e c r i tur e , "  
" l anguage , "  and " l i t eratur e . "  He main t a in s  that every t ext i s  
the mo s t  p e r f e c t  imag e  o f  i t s e l f ; ther e fo r e , a c c o r d ing t o him , 
every t ext c on t a in s  i t s  own the o ry , every t ext i s  a " p o i e t i c s . "  
B arthe s i s  obv i ous ly working a t  a h i gh l eve l o f  ab s t r ac t i on ; ­
a l though we c an de t e rmine what theo r e t i c a l no t ions s t and b eh ind 
the wr i t ing of a g iven t ext , not a l l  t ext s exp r e s s  as b l a t ant ly 
as The P r e lud e  the theory b ehind the ir c on c ep t i on .  I t  i s  true 
that we don ' t f in d  an o r g an i z e d  theory o f  p o e t ry in the p o em ,  
but i t s  s t ruc t ur e  throughout inc e s s ant ly emphas i z e s  an imp l i c i t  
r e fus a l  o f  n eo - c l a s s i c a l  thought ( through the c o n s t ant SJllhver ­
s i on o f  the norm )  and a mo t i on t owar d s  s tr ikingly mo dern con­
c ep t s  of  l i t e r a t ur e  and l anguag e . 
Af t e r  t h e  f a l l  o f  Romant i c i sm ,  Wor d swo r t h ' s  phi l o s ophi c a l  
b e l i e f s  i n  man ' s wor t h  and natur e ' s  s ub l imi t y  a r e  r e garded 
s k ep t i c a l ly by many ; nev e r t he l e s s , hi s p o e t ry is  s t i l l  a l ive 
and he i s  s t i l l  c on s i d e r e d  one of the great p o e t s  of the Eng l i s h 
l anguag e .  Wha t  in h i s p o e try wi l l  a lway s b e  me aning ful i s  
i t s p ower ful in s i ght int o  l anguage and p o e t i c s . B arthe s and 
the maj or i t y  o f  mo dern the or i s t s  b e l i eve that a g o o d  p o e t  i s  
one who s ubver t s  l anguag e , who s ubvert s the norm , who c r e a t e s  
a wo rk that r eb e l s  a g a in s t c l a s s i f i c a t i ons and de f in i t ions . 
Th e P r e lude de f in i t e ly p rove s that Wo r d swor th i s  s uch a p o e t . 
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